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INTRODUCTION 

 driver behind you tailgates so you feel “pushed” to go faster. A 

politician stands in front of an American flag in order to appear patriotic. 

Two people fall madly in love, only to break up months later. Terrorists 
randomly shoot people in a crowded Paris concert house. All of these scenes 

have something in common: objectification. Consider the following: 

 the driver would never physically push you while looking you in the eyes but 

on the road regards you only as an object standing in the way of his rush to 

work; 

 the politician reduces patriotism to an object (the flag) and convinces an 

audience that she is the patriotic candidate;  

 the lovers idolize each other, overlooking how they will ride life’s ups and 

down together because they are too busy serving as the sparkling objects of 
each other’s gaze;  

 the gunmen associate individual human concertgoers with a government and 

a culture—objects—that they see as their enemy. 

A premise of this book is that objectification—our tendency to turn 

things into objects—is the root of most of our personal and social problems. But 
it isn't just that we perceive most things as objects; that is actually a very natural 

and necessary thing to do. What actually makes objectification bad is its divorce from 
relation, and in letting our objectifying drive our relating.  

Take friendship, for example. Is your friend a thing? Technically, yes. But 

is your friend an object to you? If they’re really a friend, you don’t treat them as an 
object. That’s because the relationship—the friendship—is what defines what 

you mean to each other. So you’re not just two things. You’re two things that 

share a relationship that shapes each of you. In reality, everything is defined by its 
relationships. Friends, strangers, birds, tools, molecules, ideas—all come into 

existence and are given meaning through their relationships.  
Ironically, and with tragic effect, this reality is often forgotten as we make 

distinctions among things so that we can work and play in our world of objects. 

Objects are easy to ignore, to abuse, throw away, hate, or destroy. Thus, we need 

A 
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relation in order to live healthfully and work creatively within our world of 

objects.  
We are at a time in our history when objectifying-without-relating is at an 

all-time high. It threatens to not only continue fostering personal misery, but 

threatens to cause destruction on a global scale as well. We need to learn ways to 
restore relation in our world of objects before it is too late. This is what the book 

is about. This book will help you become more aware of the many forms 
objectification takes in your own life and in the world around you. It will become 

clear that objectification can be found at the root of every problem that we 

create for ourselves, and in every problem that other people create for us. I hope 
that you will also gain inspiration along the way, as we will be touching on the 

many things we can do to keep objectification in its healthiest place: in balance 

with authentic relation. 
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CHAPTER ONE: WHY WE OBJECTIFY 

f you look up the word objectify in the dictionary, you’ll find a definition like 

“to treat as an object.” I don’t think that’s a very helpful definition. What 
does it mean to treat something as an object? And is this a bad thing? The 

truth is that it is necessary and normal for us—and for all living things—to 
perceive objects. It is part of our physical experience of the world. Objects are 

things that we experience as being separate from ourselves. If a tree limb is about 

to fall on our head, it makes a lot of sense for us to recognize and treat it like an 
object. So what’s the problem with objectification? 

Objects and Relations 

It’s hard to escape using the word "thing" to talk about what we 

experience. But we don’t treat all things the same. In fact, we seem to put things 
into two basic categories: objects and relations. We either treat things as separate 

from us (objects), or as the ways we are joined together (relations). We aren’t 

usually conscious of this, and sometimes the two are wrapped up together. That’s 
where things get confusing—and often worse than confusing. For example, say 

you’re talking to your mother. You see in front of you a person who is physically 

a separate being. In that sense, she is an object to you. But your relationship to 
her is, in this moment, evolving as you talk with each other, as your words and 

gestures set the stage for each other’s responses. Your understanding and images 
of yourself and your mother are changing in this moment. And there is in that 

moment a common thing, shared only by you two, that is shaping both of you. 

That is the relation. You and she are inside of it, not outside. The objects are 
physically speaking and gesturing, but they disappear during the moments when 

relation takes over. You are part object, part relation. This doesn’t happen to 

rocks. 
After the conversation is over, you walk away with echoes and images. 

You tell someone about the conversation you had. “Joan said such and such.” 
Mother has a name now. Names are given to objects. You still have the relation 

working inside you, though, sometimes working like relation, sometimes like 

object. That’s part of what it means to be human.  

I 
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Language as Objectification 

Another thing that defines us as human is our use of language. Dogs and 
cats have language too, but our use of language is in a whole different class.  For 

us, language is not merely about sending signals about how we feel. We usually 

think in language. The voice is ours but the words are objects from a library that 
we share, more or less, with others. This is an example of the beautiful side of 

life in a world of objects. Playing with these objects lets us conjure feelings and 
images: 

Love is a smoke made with the fumes of sighs; 

Being purged, a fire sparkling in lovers' eyes; 
Being vexed, a sea nourished with lovers' tears; 

What is it else? A madness most discreet, 

A choking gall, and a preserving sweet. 
(William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet) 

 We can also use the objects of language to explore meaning together. 
Dialogue strengthens our relationships.  

To the best of our knowledge, only humans can do this. Needless to say, 

there is a downside. “Sticks and stones can break my bones, but words can never 
harm me.” Anyone who’s been on the receiving end of an ethnic or racial slur, 

anyone who’s been called a bitch, a loser, a retard, a jerk, stupid, dumbass, a fag, 

etc. knows this isn’t true. This way of treating each other appears to be unique to 
humans as well. And sometimes we get lost in words, confused by them, held 

back by stories we tell ourselves about ourselves and about others.   

Objectification as Original Sin 

The Judaeo-Christian story of Genesis says that on the sixth day, God 
created Adam and Eve in his own image. They lived in bliss in Eden until Eve, 

tempted by the serpent with the idea that she might make herself and Adam “as 

gods” and know from good and evil, ate from the Tree of Knowledge and 
encouraged Adam to do the same. They then became aware of their nakedness 

and felt ashamed. The rest of history is the struggle of human life that is basically 
punishment for that first sin. Whether you take this story literally or 

metaphorically, we can see objectification at work in the tale. In fact, one might 
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argue that objectification set the stage for, and was the cause and the result of, 

the eating from the tree of knowledge. To “know” is to recognize or create, and 
work with, a new object. God did it in the creation of Adam and Eve; Eve did it 

before deciding to eat the fruit; and Adam and Eve did it together when they 

decided that their naked bodies were objects needing clothes.  

Why We Objectify, and Where the Problems Start 

To sum up the point so far: we objectify because (a) we’re animals in a 

world of physical experience, and because (b) we use this abstract thing called 

language that lets us play with objects in our head. The problems start when we 
do the objectifying part but forget the relating part. And problems really start 

when we treat only as objects things that really need the relating part. I will put 

these kinds of things—the things for which objectifying out of balance with 
relation leads to all of our major personal and societal problems—into eight 

categories that I think make sense to use. (I almost wrote, “will make sense to the 
reader.” That would have been objectifying you.) These categories are:  

 ourselves  

 other people 

 ideas 

 institutions or systems 

 knowledge 

 experience 

 nature (including the environment) 

 spirit 

The remainder of the book is organized around these eight categories. 

Within each area, I will attempt to illustrate how objectification (in the absence 
of relation) creates unnecessary problems, misery, and even destruction at many 

levels. Along the way, we'll explore what we can do about it. 
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CHAPTER TWO: MAKING OURSELVES INTO OBJECTS 

n Chapter One, I expressed the following points: 

 All living things objectify; it is natural to objectify. 

 Humans objectify beyond any other living thing, mainly through 

symbols and language. 

 The problem is not with objectifying itself, but in objectifying-without-

relating. 
Now, it would not be possible for us to objectify anything or anyone else without 

objectifying ourselves at the same time. It begins at the cellular level when we're a 

mere fertilized egg and continues in our relation to the mother carrying and 
nurturing us. After we're born, it doesn’t take long before we know that the 

image in a mirror is not someone else but a reflection of us. We also come to 
identify with the name that has been given to us. People tell us that we look cute, 

handsome, or pretty, and then we want to look pretty. We are starting to learn 

how to make ourselves into objects.  
Since all objectification begins and ends with the objectification of the 

self, the objectification of the self is a natural place to begin our exploration 

together.  

Identity 

 There is a branch of psychology, founded by Austrian psychologist 
Alfred Adler (1870-1937), that sees much of human behavior as being driven by 

basic needs for belonging and significance. Our identity, our meaning-in-relation-to-

the-world, is shaped in part by who and what we belong to, and by the 
importance we have to those around us. Identity is related to self-image, or how we 

see ourselves. When that self-image is challenged, we rigidly defend it. A problem 

arises when self-image becomes an unquestioned assumption that frames our 
judgment and experience, and even prevents growth. “I am a troublemaker,” a 

kid once told me. “I am a mean person,” a former girlfriend once said. “I am 
dumb.” “I am…” So long as a person is alive, they are not only what they have 

assumed they are; they are also what they are becoming. A self-image that is fixed 

I 
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and unquestioned, or a self-image that is based on how a person wants to be seen or 

what one strives to become, is a self-image that restricts growth. 
 Only a truly ego-less person has no issues with objectification of the self. 

For the other 99.99% of us, we must be comfortable in our frequent mirror-

checking—our assertion of identity. But that, in and of itself, is not the problem. 
Objectification-without-relation is the problem. So what is the relation that is 

sometimes missing when we objectify our self? Ironically, what’s missing is 
relation with self.  Now, you may be thinking, Wait – aren’t we self? How can we 

lack in relationship with self? Well, there appears to be more to self than just self. 

The spiritual-minded might interpret this as divine Self (God, maybe, if one’s 
tradition allows God to be defined in that way). Or they might interpret it as 

cosmic Self—a wholeness found by looking inward. In the outward direction 

(the social direction), Self with a capital S has to do with rich, diverse, meaningful 
relationships with others—not only with other people, but also with history, and 

with society as a whole.  
 Regardless of the direction that we are looking in through this relation 

with self/Self, it seems that without it, we are left only with the object in the 

mirror, and that’s rather lonely. And it's probably more than just loneliness: it 
would be reasonable to expect that people who lack any sense of connection to a 

greater self, or at least something beyond their self (whether socially or 

spiritually) are more prone to emotional, mental, and social problems. 
Am I suggesting that people who over-objectify themselves are 

disconnected from meaning and from the world? Yes, without question. 

Taking Things Personally 

 At some point in your life, you’ve probably heard someone say “Don't 

take it personally.” That’s extremely good advice. When we take things 
personally, we imagine ourselves to be the target of someone’s attack. Doing so 

is an act of self-objectification. It would, in fact, be extremely rare for the other 

person to actually desire to do you harm. Most people don’t have the time, 
energy, or inclination to hurt you. They do say things in insensitive ways. They do 

say things as a way of lashing out when they are frustrated. Or they may simply 
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be treating you as an object. But it’s not about you; it may not even be about 

what you did. Just as commonly, it’s about how the other person feels.  
 If you can avoid assuming that they’re treating you as an object, you’ve 

taken an important step. And even if you know full well that you are being 

treated as an object, don’t buy into it. Don’t consummate the divorce of relation 
from objectification by implicitly accepting that “Yes, I am an object,” because if 

you do join in this fiction, then you must treat the other person as an object, too. 
The results of this escalation are all too commonly seen: feelings of hurt, 

resentment, violence, and loss of relationship. 

 Now, the caution to not take things personally applies to the positive as 
well as to the negative. We are inclined to take it personally when someone 

praises us. But it’s not about you—your core essence, your value as a person. It’s 

actually about something you did. In the parenting philosophy associated with 
what's called Positive Discipline, a distinction is made between praise and 

encouragement. If a child can be praised as “smart girl!” or “good boy!,” then they 
are by the same token also open to the labels of “dumb girl” or “bad boy.” Both 

descriptions are invalid and unhelpful. Rather, says this philosophy, emphasis 

should be on recognizing the quality of the action or accomplishment, and on 
encouraging (literally, the giving of courage) to keep going (if positive) or to find 

another way (if negative). 

 In sum, TAKE NOTHING PERSONALLY, and avoid objectifying 
your own self at the expense of relation. 

Closing Words 

Who are you? 
                  This?                  or                    This? 

 Your ego; your self-defending 

self-object  

 Your self-image; your 

judgment, your assumptions 

about what you are  

 What you do; how you act  

 What you think  

 Your relationships and the 

quality of those relationships  

 Where you’ve been  
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 Your title: what others call you, 

based on your formal role 

 Where you’re going, what 

you’re becoming  

 How you’re living 

 

 You are not what you appear to be, nor what you’ve decided to be. You 

are what you’re becoming.  

 Take nothing personally. 

 The line between you and the rest of the world is a line of mutual 

definition, and it is always changing. 

 You are going to die, but there is no point to fixating on the idea of 

death. Fear of death is caused by fear of life. The only thing you are 

going to experience is life, and your effects live forever. 

 It may sound cliché, but to help keep a strong relationship with yourself, 

listen to your heart, not to your “I am” assumptions. 

 Go outward to go inward, and look outward to look inward. In other 

words, keep a strong relationship with yourself through rich relationships 

with others—not relationships of “co-dependence,” but relationships of 
independence and inter-dependence. 

 Have experiences that help you grow, not just those that reinforce your 

self-image. This usually involves doing things that break up your usual 
patterns. 

 In addition to having relationships with those right around you, have 

relationships with the biggest possible things: the world, humanity, God, 

or whatever you choose to reach for. 
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CHAPTER THREE: MAKING OTHERS INTO OBJECTS 

ne of the ubiquitous conveniences in our modern society is the 
automobile. We love our cars. They give us a sense of autonomy. They 

carry our families and our stuff. They can take us out on the open 
road anytime we wish. Cars have had a profound impact on our society. They 

have shaped the growth of our cities, spawned entire oil-based economies, and 

are a major contributor of greenhouse gases. They also, unfortunately, make us 
objectifiers on a daily basis.  

 Any technology magnifies human power and so alters human behavior. 

Consider what happens when you drive a car. Your car can easily go 60, 70, 90 
miles an hour. And it is your objective to get somewhere, usually as quickly as 

possible. But there are speed limits, and you can live with those for the sake of 
safety. But very often, other things are in your way: other cars. Driven by people. 

Those people, also in command of these “power magnifiers,” have the same goal 

as you. So, engorged with power yet unable to use it to best effect, you may 
resent these others. You forget that they are human beings; only the rules of the 

road apply. There is no way to communicate with, to relate to, the people behind 

these other wheels except through signaling: “left,” “right,” “slowing down”—
just what’s needed to prevent collisions. There is also your horn, which is 

intended to warn but which could be used out of frustration; even your 
headlights can be used for that.  

 But what would be the point of relating anyway? The Prime Directive of 

the automobile is to get you from point A to point B as quickly as possible; no 
need to humanize there. In fact, that would just be a distraction. The worst result 

of all of this car-based objectification? Road rage.  

 Shifting to a completely different kind of objectification of others, you 
may have noticed that you are referred to as a “consumer” by a news reporter 

doing a story on economic growth; a “taxpayer” when a politician is trying to 
appeal to your desire for fiscal frugality; a “voter” when Election Day 

approaches. You are a “citizen” or an American (or a Frenchman, Briton, or 

Indian) when your national pride is being appealed to; a “fan” when you’re at a 
game, “shopper” when in a store, “commuter” when riding a bus to work, “head 

O 
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of household” on a tax form, “viewer” by a TV station seeking advertising 

dollars, and “ratepayer” when electric power charges are being debated.  
 These are all examples of you are being defined by only one dimension, 

in one particular context. Often, but not always, you are put into one of these 

boxes for purposes of manipulation. When the hat labeled “consumer” is placed 
upon your head, a single relationship is being emphasized by whoever is using 

that label. By excluding all other possibly relevant relationships but the one most 
useful to the labeler, objectification is taking place. You might ask, So what? 

What’s wrong if I am an object of marketing for a product, or a service, or a 

vote? Maybe a little, and maybe a lot. 
 The problem is that at no time are you only a consumer, a voter, a 

ratepayer, a citizen, a neighbor, a parent, etc. You are all of these at the same time, 

always. There is a high risk that when someone makes choices while wearing one 
hat, those choices may be in conflict with other hats. Those placing the hat upon 

you may not care, either, since they only want a particular, narrow outcome—
usually for near-term gain. 

 Marketing and advertising are built around a similar form of objectifying 

that is at the expense of, or deficient in, authentic relationship. Market 
researchers now have so many different ways of segmenting the market: breaking 

down consumer demographics (age, income, race, etc.) so that they can—often 

with the help of the Internet—target potential customers with greater precision 
than ever. One widely-used market segmentation system had 66 different 

categories, including such colorful monikers as “Country Squires,” “God and 
Country,” and “Golden Ponds.”  You are a “Kids and Cul-de-Sacs” target if 

you’re a suburban, upscale, married couple with children (particularly if you live 

in a recently built subdivision). If you’re a “Shotgun & Pickups” type, there is a 
one-in-three chance that you live in a mobile home.  

The singular goal of this market segmentation is for someone to brand 

you as one of theirs, such that you will be a consistent and loyal source of 
income for them. Objectification is high while true relation is low. One response 

to this is to develop a relationship with the source of what you buy. Know the 
source of what you buy, and who made it. Maybe even get to know the people 

who made it. Stay conscious of being objectified by a market so that you can 
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elude the objectification and defeat the mechanism. Also, be aware of how this 

form of objectification can work through the mechanism of self-objectification: 
“Picture yourself in this Mercedes-Benz. Don’t you deserve it?” “Look at this 

dress—wouldn’t it make you feel good while looking good to others?” 

 We’ve been surveying a few examples of how people turn others into 
objects. In these cases, it is usually a kind of objectification done by others to 

you. And it often goes unnoticed. In village life, such objectification would be 
much less common, if not impossible. One’s total identity must be recognized at 

such a scale. But in the big, complex society that most of us live in, it becomes 

easy, and expedient, for a host of other parties to pare off only those slices of 
your role in society that are of material and near-term interest to them. One thing 

that you can do about it is to be conscious of the fact that while you wear many 

hats, you are one actor with one total identity. Consider how the effects of 
choices made under one hat are related to all of you under the other hats.  

 The other thing that can be done was touched on earlier: take steps to re-
unite your various hats by putting yourself into the localized settings that support 

this. Shopping in neighborhood stores, getting to know elected officials 

personally, and being involved in the schools your children go to are all strategies 
that will counter objectification-without-relation. These steps not only strengthen 

community, but make your voice and actions all the more meaningful, less 

fragmented, and more coherent. 
Describing People 

 In chapter two, I described how our taking things personally is an act of 
self-objectification. Very closely related to the issue of taking things personally is 

the way we're all accustomed to describing people. Consider how the items on 

the left differ from their counterpart on the right: 
 "She is a hard worker."  "She works hard." 

 "You are mean."  "You did a mean thing." 

 "He is a brave person."  "He did a brave thing." 
The examples on the left create images: objects that serve as reference points. 

The problem is that they render a person one-dimensional, and that they are 
fixed characterizations of a person. They are based on an idea of what they are. 

The examples on the right also help to describe and characterize a person, but 
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they don't exclude the other dimensions that a real, complex person has. And 

while they may represent patterns we notice about the person, they are not as 
fixed. They are based not on an idea of who they are, but on who they may be 

becoming. And people are always becoming.    

Competition and the Objectification of Others 

People love to challenge themselves. Sometimes they have a lot of fun 

challenging themselves by challenging each other. Where there is a healthy 
competitive spirit, a mutual love of whatever sport is involved, there can be 

abundant relationship. The competition against others is really a proxy for 

competition against a standard to which one aspires—perhaps a challenge to 
overcome doubt or fear. So long as this is true, competition is a positive thing.  

There are, however, some instances of competitive situation in which 

objectification outweighs relationship. If winning becomes the goal above all 
other considerations, then what can get sacrificed is the relationship with others, 

with society (its morals and ethics), with self, and with the journey. Cheating is a 
clear example of this. In cheating, the game is seen as getting in the way of the 

winning. Someone who cheats would readily go straight to the win for its own 

sake or for a prize, completely substituting the spirit of the play with the spirit of 
being a better cheater (which could, admittedly, be a legitimate self-challenge of 

its own). 

Personal or social rivalries “off the court” are another form of 
competition that objectifies. At its worst, we see soccer fans fighting after 

matches. But at a more everyday level that many of us can relate to, we can, in 
our desire to feel the satisfaction and validation that comes with winning, forget 

the love of the journey. This falls more within the realm of objectification of the 

self and of experience (to be discussed later), but relationship with others suffers 
in the process, as they become objects, too. 

Competition goes on well beyond the realm of play, into the school, 

workplace, business, and, of course, in our “personal” relationships. Competition 
in school is most often seen at higher grade levels and in settings where there is 

an expectation of moving on to ever more selective opportunities for 
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advancement. This is not as evident in the mainstream of American education, 

but is more common in societies like Japan. Fortunately, competition in 
academic settings is generally not a winner-takes-all game. Rather than a danger 

of objectifying others who might get in your way from achieving a goal, the 

danger is in objectifying the process, of putting above learning the achievement 
of an external target. It may be the objectification of the self as something that is 

less worthy if it doesn't meet expectations. Or it may be objectification by an 
institution who sees one only as either "achiever" or one not able to "make the 

cut" and improve its own odds of keeping a stable of winners. An example of the 

latter is the use of SAT scores by colleges as a predictor of a candidate's success 
within their own programs. 

In the workplace, competition may have some claim to legitimacy in the 

sense of encouraging creativity, innovation, and keeping those who work hard 
versus those who do not. But if an employer is seeing its employees more as 

"producers" at the expense of other dimensions like the potential of an employee 
to grow and improve, then it tends toward objectification over relation. And 

when competition in the workplace causes people to resent, fear, or manipulate 

others or situations for personal gain, then clearly objectification has outweighed 
relation and everyone will lose something in the game. 

Competition among businesses is generally seen as a good thing—

provided that it doesn't lead to situations where diversity and motivation to 
improve is actually lost and its competition's value to a wider economy decreases. 

This is why anti-trust laws were created: to prevent the destruction of 
competition through the emergence of monopolies. In Japan, companies have 

been known to engage in "cooperative competition" so as to help sustain the 

health of their industry while remaining viable individual enterprises. This is an 
example of business leaders, or their business culture, having the vision to sustain 

the relation within their competitive (objectifying) world. 

In our personal lives, competition emerges in the family. Who is loved 
more? Who loves more? Jealousy and rivalry are all rooted in objectification of 

the self—a self who needs belonging, significance, and love. Keep in mind that 
it’s not about the other person, the object of rivalry or jealousy; it’s about you. 
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We can get our needs met without worrying about who is taking away what we 

want.  

Making Our Loved Ones into Objects 

Romance vs. Relationship 
Most young people in modern societies are brought up with the 

expectation of romantic love. They will find Mr. or Miss Right—possibly even at 
first sight. Many of us have played the game of romance. The first round is some 

level of physical attraction, after which we learn about each other’s best traits and 

search for mutual interests. We enjoy the companionship and then might even 
fall in love—that feeling of longing, when every sight, scent, touch of the other 

makes us feel giddy, ecstatic, blissful. It often happens quickly. Sometimes it 

leads to a long-term relationship, perhaps marriage. Often it ends in 
disappointment and heartbreak. At best, it is an experience through which we 

learn more about ourselves, our expectations, and others. Sometimes we learn 
nothing, ready to make the same mistakes over again. 

Regardless of the quality and success of the romance, we should accept 

the fact that romantic love is very much about objectification, with relation 
deferred (a couple who moves from a deep friendship into a romantic 

relationship have a leg up in this regard). There is first the physical attraction, in 

which the other is appealing to you at a chemical level. A cynic might say it’s 
simply lust, which a biologist would say is an expression of the need to 

reproduce. With humans, who knows where the line is drawn between pure 
reproductive drive and “rational” attraction, but there is definitely some similarity 

between the mating rituals of humans and those of many animals. We strut like 

peacocks, showing off our feathers, and try to stave off potential competition. 
Passing this test, we unconsciously and/or consciously begin to match 

the other to our own images of what we want out of a mate or partner. At first, 

we are sometimes the victim of “selective vision”—we only see what matches 
our hopes and expectations. We may even see things that aren’t there. Clearly the 

other is continuing to be an object of our desires and expectations, rather than 
taken for “who they are.”  
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If the relationship born in romance is to survive, it must eventually 

balance the objectification with authentic relationship. When this shift happens, 
the two may realize that they are becoming something together. They will see 

each other, and express themselves, more honestly, openly, authentically. If the 

original lust remains, all the better.  
The Jewish philosopher Martin Buber wrote that love is not so much an 

emotion as a relation. Some might say that this depends on how you define love. 
However, I think that when we really consider what it is we’re after, what we 

need always (rather than want sometimes), the idea of love as relation is a 

powerful one. When you say “I love you” to someone, which of the following do 
you mean? 

I love at you. 

I love what you represent to me. 
I care a lot about you. 

Or do you mean: 
 We relate to each other deeply and I treasure that 

We create together. 

We are one. 
In other words, is saying “I love you” directed at the other person or is it more a 

celebration of the relationship? 

Relationship vs. Co-Dependence 

 Relationship is creating together, and mutual growth. It’s important not 
to mistake co-dependency with relationship; while co-dependency is a kind of 

relationship, it is a relationship that exacerbates objectification, not one that 

balances it. In co-dependency, people feed each other’s weaknesses (one as self-
sacrificing pleaser and the other as narcissist), and these weaknesses are based 

mostly on self-objectification. Authentic relationship is one of inter-dependence, 

not co-dependence. Interdependence is based on mutual strength, something 
greater than the sum of its parts while still helping the parts get stronger.  

At the other extreme is the over-emphasized idea of total independence. 
Independence is sometimes a necessary step toward interdependence, but by 

itself it stands for little, for (as cliché as it sounds), no person is an island. In fact, 
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holding independence as the highest stage of freedom is itself an expression of 

self-objectification.  

Abuse: Objectification Wrapped in Relation 

 Anyone who knows about abusive relationships knows that they are not 
about creation and mutual growth. When someone intentionally inflicts pain on 

their partner or child, whether emotionally or physically, they are using that 
partner or child as an object of their personal struggle—an object of frustration 

or anger. An abusive relationship is the opposite of authentic relationship. In 

healthy life, you act toward the human objects around you in ways that foster 
relationship between your “inside” and their “inside,” creating both temporary 

and lasting space in which there is common “self.” It is relation wrapped in 

objectification. Abusive relationships are objectification wrapped in relation. 

Objectification and Expectations toward Children 

 It is now generally accepted that we are a product of both nature and 

nurture. We can’t do much to change genetics (not yet, anyway), but the ways in 

which inherited traits and potentials get expressed are very much affected by 
what happens to us after we’re conceived. From the earliest age, the experiences 

we have, the quality of our relationships, and the expectations placed upon us 

have a dramatic effect on who and what we become. Who is in a position to 
place expectations on children? First and foremost it is parents and other 

caregivers; second, teachers have a significant impact in this area. Parents 
naturally want what is best for their children. Sometimes, parents want their 

children to be better than they are, to achieve a higher status in society than they 

were able to achieve. Sometimes this is culturally driven. Sometimes it is based 
on a negative self-image held by the parent. It may even be driven by a powerful 

experience of humiliation, discrimination, or missed opportunity in the parent’s 

life.  
 It is certainly a positive thing for parents to want the best for their 

children. But parents should ask themselves what is motivating their 
expectations. If it’s about making up for their own mistakes, or about advancing 

the family’s status, the results may not be as fulfilling for their child as they could 
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be. In fact, it may have the opposite effect if children perceive that they are being 

driven in ways for reasons unrelated to their own interests and desires. Parents 
should be opening up possibilities, encouraging—not driving, cajoling, or 

guilting. All of these are acts that place objectification above relation. 

 The other major source of expectations faced by children is teachers. It 
has been scientifically proven that low teacher expectations of students results in 

lower academic achievement. In what cases would a teacher have low 
expectations of students? The greatest example in American society would be 

related to race and to socio-economic status. While some progress has been 

made, too many teachers have engaged, consciously or unconsciously, in negative 
objectification of students based on stereotypes and prejudice. Education 

reforms have sought to bring an end to this. Under recent educational policy, 

schools and school districts have been the subject of sanction if there was too 
much of an achievement gap between students of different ethnic backgrounds, 

home languages, or socio-economic status of their students.  
The merits or weaknesses of this type of reform are the subject of many 

other books. The point I seek to make here is that regardless of any framework 

of reform, only true relation between teacher and student (actually, between 
entire school and student) can overcome the objectification of those students 

(and the teacher’s objectification of themselves)—objectification caused by mere 

association of the students with stereotypes, images, and history. Relation reveals 
the uniqueness and the unique potential of each learner. Unfortunately, 

institutionalized education, with large class sizes, large schools, and one-size-fits-
all curriculum, instruction and testing cultures, works against relation. It is a 

struggle that all teachers face. Parents should consider this as well as they make 

choices about education policy, funding, schools, teachers, and how they relate to 
teachers. 

Crowds, Herds, and Communities 

The way we live as a group has a huge influence on the degree to which 
we make others into objects. An early 20th century social organizer, writer, and 

consultant named Mary Follett said that our collective lives take form either as 
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“the crowd,” “the herd,” “the mob,” or “the group.” Since the term “group” is 

kind of generic, I substitute for it the term “community,” which seems close to 
what Follett meant. 

Picture a busy street, shopping mall, or marketplace. You see a large 

number of people going about their individual business, their limited interactions 
guided by a few unwritten and written rules of behavior designed to minimize 

conflict and maximize flow. Extend this image to factories, schools, universities, 
or nations. The individuals who are part of the crowd, who grow up in the 

crowd, adapt to it psychologically, emotionally, and culturally. They blend in. 

They tend to feel small and anonymous. The crowd itself has no specific 
direction, no governance, so the crowd-individual does not need to learn 

anything about governance. The interactions between crowd-individuals tend to 

be based on temporary relationships fulfilling short-term needs. Crowd 
individuals are primarily objects to each other. The potential for violence to 

occur if crowd-individuals step on each other’s toes in the crowd situation leads 
to a fear of, and desire to avoid, conflict of any kind. Rules put into place tend to 

focus on the simplicity of maintaining some basic rights, rather than on the 

complexity of responsibilities. The crowd is assumed to fulfill collective needs 
through its existence as a market, rather than through open dialogue about needs, 

values, and ideals. The market is an “unseen hand” keeping the crowd-economy 

fed and sustained. 
When the crowd is seized by, or inspired by, some common sentiment 

(which is often contagious because the crowd-individual relies on social cues to 
know what’s right), it becomes a herd.  A flock of seagulls or a herd of wild 

horses is a beautiful thing to watch. Yet when we consider what herd life does to 

people, it’s easy to see that it’s not the best way to live as a society. Taken to an 
extreme, crowds and herds are manipulated for the benefit of a few. Those few 

sometimes put another group's or nation's face on people's insecurity and fear 

and call that face “the enemy.” The crowd then has little hesitancy about going 
to war. 

A society that is predominantly a crowd-society tends to breed the 
objectification of others and must be low in relation. Unfortunately, American 

society—and many other modern industrialized societies—tend to fall into this 
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category. It inevitably goes with size. However, there is an antidote. People have 

reacted against anonymity, a sense of powerlessness, and loss of relation by 
finding each other at the local level, reorganizing themselves around the fact that 

large nations are made up of small places, and that localities have unique needs 

and unique potential—environmentally, socially, and culturally. Movements 
toward “buy local,” “slow food,” bioregionalism, and neighborhood organizing 

are, slowly, having the effect of building relation and offering at least a glimpse 
of what community means. The more this happens, the less a crowd-society and 

the more a community-society we become. We become not crowd-individuals 

but civic participants. The “unseen hand” becomes visible; choices are conscious, 
perhaps based on the legacy we leave to future generations. A balance between 

objectification and relation can be restored.  

Politics and the Objectification of Others 

 Government of the crowd may be democratic in name, and in most 

modern societies is based on procedures and “rule of law,” with a republican 
(representative) structure. Voting for representatives is really the only civic 

expectation that a crowd-individual might be held to. Government of the crowd 

may also take the form of a dictatorship, benign or otherwise. In fact, in terms of 
the daily life of the crowd-individual, there may be little essential difference 

between living in a republic and living in a benign dictatorship. 

 Hand-in-hand with the crowd life goes a politics of objectification. 
Politics as we know it in America today is one huge tangled web of 

objectification-without-relation. Politicians objectify themselves into stereotypes 
representing idea-objects (“platforms”) because citizens (who are in turn 

objectified by politicians as “voters”) see them as guardians or saviors (who are 

also a kind of object). Part of the problem goes back to scale: it is hard for 
citizens and leaders to have a human relationship in a large society. Leadership 

itself takes a back seat to rhetoric and promises. It is difficult for someone to 

demonstrate true leadership from a distance (I am defining leadership here as 
“facilitating people’s ability to lead themselves,” which is, admittedly, a high bar). 

So we get object-leadership, object-leaders, and object-led, from a distance. 
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 We can hope for national leaders who can transcend scale and be truly 

inspiring and empowering, transformational through relation-building, releasing 
the creative potential of a society. While we wait, however, we had better restore 

the crucial relation balance by growing, recognizing, and rewarding this kind of 

leadership at our local levels—in neighborhoods, in city government, in 
businesses, in schools, and in other local institutions. Doing so will help us shift 

from a republic that relies heavily on procedure and disengaged citizens toward a 
"civic" republic in which we see ourselves not as objects of a larger fate but as 

co-creators, building a will in common.  

One thing holding us back is that many of us simply don’t have the 
formative experiences that involve creating a will in common with others, even at 

the level of a family meeting or a church or a neighborhood. Occasionally in 

these settings we experience voting by majority rule, but this is hardly an exercise 
in shared creativity. The very idea of democracy thus becomes objectified, rather 

than something we can really relate to. 

An Economy That Objectifies 

 It can be said that we live in an economy of fear. Those on the lower 

rungs of the economic ladder have a deep-seated fear of being homeless, going 
hungry, being unable to provide for their children, and not having enough to live 

on when they retire—if they can retire. While I can’t speak from experience, I’d 

suggest also that those on the upper rungs of the ladder might have additional 
fears that, ironically, would be the “bargain” for not having to face the more 

basic ones directly. These would be the fears of losing one’s security, one’s social 
position, and one’s ability to leverage that social position (the “insurance” against 

having to face the baser fears).  

 While there are a number of assumptions beneath an economy based on 
fear (including an assumption of scarcity and competition), there is one 

assumption that leads specifically to the objectification of other people. This is 

the assumption that an individual human being is expendable. Expendability means 
that (a) your existence is defined by its value to society, (b) you are not essential 
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to society, (c) your development and well-being are not essential to society, and 

(d) whatever it is that you do for society can be done by someone else.  
 The larger the economy, the bigger the private enterprises occupying it, 

and the more mass-produced and industrial the base, the greater will be the 

tendency for the society to objectification-without-relation on a massive scale. 
There may be cultural and historical variations on this, e.g., the famous life-long 

job security in Japanese corporations. In the U.S., people can recall the days of 
forty-year careers in the same company. Was the economy less objectifying of 

individuals then? Hardly. The Industrial Age was the birthplace of economic 

objectification. But in a time of slower change, greater predictability, and steady 
market growth, it made sense to “take care” of employees and to retain their 

loyalty. 

 An economy that objectifies people, rendering them replaceable 
commodities, is clearly questionable if it operates on fear as a motivator—not to 

mention the fact that you are unique, and you are more to your society than just 
what service you can perform in a job. Furthermore, human potential being what 

it is, how can any person be assumed to be not crucial to the rest of us? Even if 

they are not likely to be the next great author, artist, scientist, or leader, they are 
part of the definition of what we are. As individuals, we may find it too fruitless 

and frustrating to take a personal interest in each and every homeless person we 

pass on the street. It’s a systemic and collective problem, and it requires a 
systemic and collective situation.  

 What is the antidote to the objectification-without-relation of people 
through their economic system? In the long run, it would take a complete re-

orientation away from measuring economic vitality by quantity (of employment, 

of goods produced, etc.) and toward using human development as the yardstick. 
Part of that would involve society adopting the view that each person is crucial 

to the whole, which would have implications for health care policy, welfare, and 

many other aspects of the social “safety net.” In the meantime, the following are 
positive steps that you can take in your own life: 

 As a job-seeker: If you’re in a position to be choosey, choose employers who 

care about employees as people. These will tend to be smaller companies, but 
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not necessarily. Look at their depth and range of benefits, their policies 

toward family (e.g., maternity leave), and simply how they treat you. Consider 
whether they will want to strengthen you as an employee, support your 

education, listen to your ideas, etc. 

 As an employer: Do everything in your power to treat employees as human 
beings in totality—get to know them as individuals; offer family-friendly 

benefits and policies and flexibility, training and education (even if it doesn’t 

result in direct profit to you); foster a culture of listening, openness, and 
valuing of creativity and initiative.   

The Ladder of Mistaken Conflict 

 The objectification of others can take a very dangerous turn when it 
escalates up what I call the ladder of mistaken conflict. Mary Follett wrote that “all 

polishing is done by friction.” Her point was that conflict is not in and of itself a 
bad thing; in fact, conflict between ideas is essential for a creative process among 

people. The problem is that conflict gets confused with violence, which is only 

destructive. Often, we see how this confusion happens as people get “fused” to 
ideas. The rungs of the ladder of mistaken conflict are as follows: 

1. We perceive a conflict between two ideas. Example: “Abortion is wrong” 

vs. “A woman should have reproductive control over her body.” 

2. We perceive a conflict between our self and one of the ideas, i.e., we 
take it personally. We experience personal discomfort with that idea. 

3. We perceive a conflict between the idea and our very existence, or at 
least the existence of our way of life. 

4. We closely associate or confuse that idea with another person. Now we 

perceive interpersonal conflict via the conflict of the ideas. 
5. We perceive a conflict between our existence and the existence of the 

other person (who is now con-fused with the idea that seems to 

threaten our existence). 

Now, thanks to the objectification of self (self-image, self-concept, way of life); 
thanks to the objectification of an idea (a mere set of assumptions and values); 
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and thanks to the objectification of others, we end up in a life-and-death struggle 

with fellow human beings. It is tragic. And it is entirely avoidable.    

Violent Gaming—Objectification of Life? 

 Much has been made of violent computer and online games and their 

potential effect on children (and presumably adults as well, who are actually the 
majority of players of computer games). Along with the trend in television and in 

movies toward gratuitous violence, these games seem to trivialize killing and 
death. Game proponents would argue that most players clearly know the 

difference between game and reality, and that the game is an abstraction that 

would not alter the moral or ethical reasoning of players in real-life situations.  
I don’t know the “scientific” answer to the question, and we can certainly 

appreciate the appeal of games like this: people need and enjoy challenges, 

particularly challenges in which they can “up the ante” as they get better. If they 
can do so without any real-life consequences or collateral damage, so much the 

better. However, I would ask: why enact simulated violence, or allow your 
children to, if you don’t tolerate real violence? If one considers life sacred, why 

would one engage in the most extreme expression of the objectification of 

people—the enactment of killing, bombing, and maiming of people? The risk 
that it is practice for objectification seems a high one.  

Closing Words 

 People objectify other people in many ways. It can be seen throughout 
our society, at many levels. In our interpersonal relationships and families, we 

engage in and experience objectification all the time. Our political system clearly 
demonstrates objectification over relation. Our economic system, from its 

underlying philosophy to marketing to jobs, is full of objectification over 

relation. We see it in our interactions with strangers on the roads and elsewhere. 
Much, although not all, has to do with the size and complexity of our society and 

our failing to keep our capacity to relate, and our social-cultural maturity, up to 

par with growth in population, cities, diversity, and technology. 
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 As with the objectification of the self—without which there couldn't be 

an objectification of others—there is much we can do to re-balance 
objectification with relation when it comes to dealing with each other. Doing so 

in our personal lives will not only have immediate rewards, but would also have 

an effect on the situation across our society. When a pattern is ready to be 
changed, seemingly individual acts can cause unforeseen ripples. Here are some 

things to keep in mind: 
 1.  Remember that we wear many hats, and we wear them at the same 

time even if one takes prominence in a given situation. When we act as if we only 

have one, or when others are treating us as if we only have one, we are being 
objectified at the expense of relation. 

 2. Don't buy in to the objectification represented by the label that 

another places on you or the category that they put you in. 
 3. Expect and demand to be not objectified by anyone—companies, 

bureaucracies, or individuals. Keep in mind that it's mutual, so you can take the 
initiative to change the cycle by building relation instead.   

 4. Stay intimate with the source of what you buy, eat, or otherwise 

consume.  
 5. Listen to how you describe people. Focus on what they do, not what 

they are. 

 6. Don't climb the ladder of mistaken conflict. Ideas won't kill you, and 
people are not the same as their ideas. 

 7. Consider that you are responsible to and with others (although not for 
others), because that is how objectification in politics can be overcome. 

 

 
 



Life in a World of Objects  Chapter 4: Making Ideas into Objects 

26 
 

CHAPTER FOUR: MAKING IDEAS INTO OBJECTS 

n elementary school class faces the flag and recites the Pledge of 
Allegiance. The children dutifully say all of the words, as best they 

have learned them. The teacher asks the class, "Who can tell me what 
'indivisible' means?" A couple of hands go up. One student explains, "It means 

you can't see it." The teacher replies, "I think you mean 'invisible' ." "Yeah." I've 

posed this question many times to different classes. The answer is almost always 
the same. What is going on? Clearly the ritual, the recitation, has been allowed to 

take prominence over the meaning. Or the ritual is the meaning. This is one 

example of an idea being made into an object, the casualty being the relationship 
between the person and the idea. Rituals can be beautiful, bringing to life the 

original spirit in which they were conceived. Rituals can also become hollow, or 
their meaning subverted or replaced with one expedient to someone else—e.g., 

retailers equating Christmas with an opportunity for sales.  

Symbols 

A common way in which we turn ideas into objects, while losing relation 

to the same ideas, is through the use and abuse of symbols and "memes." (If you 
are not familiar with the word meme, it is basically the cultural equivalent of a 

gene; a phrase, an image, or even a jingle that seems to take on a life of its own, 
replicating and even mutating like a gene would. Buzzwords like "outsource" and 

capital-O "Occupy" and "social media" are examples). Consider the symbol:  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
You might recognize that as the symbol of the Nazi Party. However, that 

was a historically recent corruption of the meaning and use of the symbol. The 

 A 
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swastika is an ancient symbol whose Sanskrit root words su asti mean "well 

being". It appears in Buddhist and Hindu temples around the world. The Nazis, 
believing themselves to be ancestors of a pure white race from Central Asia, 

seized the symbol to represent their perceived purity and strength. As history 

tells us, theirs became a symbol of evil to most of the world.  
Symbols are a shorthand way of representing an idea, so they easily get 

misappropriated or used to manipulate people.  
 

 
 
 

 
 
Audi, Mercedes Benz, and Lexus would very likely be satisfied if the 

symbols above gave  you a feeling of desire, envy, or even simply a mental image 
of high quality engineering. The choice of what automobile to purchase is a 

serious and costly one, often with a variety of factors involved. Mercedes Benz 

would like to grossly simplify your decision–objectifying you–by helping you 
objectify Mercedes Benz. 

I had the opportunity to travel to Pakistan in 1987 to visit friends I'd met 
in college. While there, I caught a glimpse of a blatant kind of advertising that 

was banned in the US in 1970: a TV ad in which a man smoking a certain brand 

of cigarette is leaning against a certain brand of car. The intended association, 
and intended manipulation of the viewer, is clear. 

Patriotism 

 Consider patriotism—the love for one's country. It begins with a 

nation—which is really as much an idea as it is a place—taking on a border and a 
name. The nation gets associated in the mind with historical images, certain 

values, perhaps a certain language, religion, and culture. The citizen, you, are then 

encouraged or exhorted to love your country. To not do so, one might risk 
seeming ungrateful or disloyal. Finally, you are expected to express your love for 
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country by responding strongly to the symbols and rituals that are meant to 

evoke it. Multiple levels of objectification are seen here.  
 Can you be a good citizen without responding to the symbols, the songs? 

We can say with certainty that responding to the symbols and songs alone will not 

make you a good citizen. If you care about the ideals that your country is 
supposed to be founded upon, then the most powerful thing you can do is to 

relate, to enact them through relationships. If, like most of us, you feel deep 
emotional commitment that is tapped by symbols and songs, you know  there 

can be evoked beautiful feelings of unity. Just remember that they are feelings, 

and the symbols and songs evoking them are objects. If the relation is forgotten, 
the feeling has little meaning.  

 In Chapter 3, I described a ladder of mistaken conflict in which 

conflicting ideas get confused with conflicting people, who eventually can be 
driven to destroy each other. This is the case with war. In war, individuals are 

appropriated as objects in service to objectified ideas that are forced into a 
mutually-exclusive conflict. Individuals are asked to destroy other individuals in 

the name of idea-objects like "security" and "victory."  

Freedom, Rights, Power, and Justice 

 There are quite a few ideas whose objectification has made them less 

useful than they might otherwise be. Consider the idea freedom. It has long been 
touted as a thing to "get"—a state to attain, usually in opposition to constraints 

and limits. We might call that "freedom from." But what do we do with freedom 
(from), once we have it? If we're honest, the answer is "not much." The problem 

is that freedom from is not really what we want (with the possible exception of 

freedom from direct oppression and pain). Deeper down, and in the long run, it's 
freedom with that we're really after. This is the freedom to relate and thus to 

create, to grow ourselves and to grow other things. But as an object, the idea of 

freedom is appropriated to mean choice—usually a choice predigested by others: 
choice of car model A, B, or C; choice of candidate A, B, or C; choice of school 

or church A, B, or C.  
 As with freedom, the idea called rights is an abused object. Why did the 

idea of rights emerge in the first place? People must have felt treated unfairly by 
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others (since if people always felt treated fairly, there would presumably be no 

need for rights). Therefore, in the roots of the idea of rights is a lack of 
responsibility by people toward other people. This original relationship between 

right and responsibility has largely been forgotten. Seldom today do we hear 

spoken of civil responsibilities; our emphasis is on rights. The right to free 
speech is taken as a license to say anything one wants, regardless of the effect 

(with a few legal caveats). Unfortunately, the emphasis on the right to free speech 
without the responsibility to use speech wisely has led to a cacophony of 

distracting drivel often intended to inflame (by inciting people to take things 

personally and to launch counter-attacks upon the objects of their anger). The 
fact of the matter is that if the relation implied by responsibility to and with 

others was always kept in mind, we would seldom need to appeal to the last 

resort of "my right"—the right that becomes an object which one can attempt to 
wield against the oppressor. 

 Power is another idea whose divorce from relation, whose total 
objectification, has had devastating consequences for society. Before getting too 

far into the discussion of power, however, some exploration of wording might 

be helpful. The words power, control, and authority are often used 
interchangeably. I'm going to use these words in distinct ways. Control is being 

able to tell stuff (energy, information, materials, people) where to go and what to 

do; it is about being able to direct. Authority is a recognition of the legitimacy of 
someone's control; we give people control, and they accept it. They are authorized.  

 Power is different from these. We sometimes hear that some person or 
group "took" power. Actually, that person or group didn't take power; they took 

control. What is the difference? Creativity and collaboration. In other words, 

relation. In the early 1900's, Mary Parker Follett described the difference between 
power-with and power-over. Power-with is not just a sharing of whatever power is 

lying around available. It is power as a creative potential that is itself created 

between and among people when they work together. Power-over is actually not 
power at all; it is the other thing (control). 

 In the mid-20th century, a sociologist named Hannah Arendt suggested 
that power and violence, which are commonly seen as going hand in hand, are 

actually inversely related (that is, as one goes up, the other goes down). This is 
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because violence comes from lack of relation and lack of creativity, filling a 

vacuum for the maintenance of control where authentic power is lacking. A 
powerful society would not be a violent one, and a violent one can't really be 

very powerful (although it can be very forceful).  

 In sum, control is about objects, and power—authentic power—is about 
relation-over-objectification. Test it out in any setting—personal, local, in your 

business or workplace—or think about it in the arena of national and world 
politics. It works. 

 Justice is another idea that has been objectified at the expense of relation. 

In kindergarten, justice is introduced in the form of fairness. Many kids somehow 
get the idea that fairness means everyone getting the same thing, and that this is 

good. The astute teacher or parent or leader knows that fairness means each 

person getting what they need. Respecting each other's needs requires, and 
creates, good relationships.  

 While justice may not be synonymous with fairness, it does include 
fairness. But what is justice? The government of the United States has a whole 

department named for it. This department has something to do with enforcing 

federal laws. On the streets, around the world, many people will say "justice 
means setting things right." Some strongly associate justice with revenge, even 

citing the "eye for an eye" principle from the Old Testament. Justice is really a 

very important thing, and an important idea. For discussion's sake, I'll define it 
temporarily as "doing what's right in response to a wrong." In a large, complex 

society, we've come to associate justice with an institution designed to mete it 
out. This alone causes the idea to become de-personalized and objectified. Of 

course, there is a reason for it: it would be problematic if people went off on 

their own to address injustices, given the potential for violence and the danger of 
bias and impulse. Besides, people still value the wisdom of an impartial third 

party. 

 Now, what is the typical end-product of a "system" of justice? In a civil 
case, someone might end up paying someone else a sum of money to replace 

what they had lost. This sounds reasonable, as the wronged is "made whole" 
(even though the relationship may be forever damaged). Sometimes there is also 
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a punishment added, as a reinforcement to the offender not to repeat the 

offense, and as a deterrent to others. 
 In a criminal case, there is seldom a "make whole" approach. The 

criminal objectified a victim, so the victim and the society behind them objectify 

the criminal. The criminal is sometimes sent to a place of objects—prison—the 
culture within which further reinforces the vicious cycle of objectification. In the 

history of modern punishment, there have been movements emphasizing the 
idea of rehabilitation, which might be thought of as helping restore meaningful 

relationships to the life of those whose lack of them resulted in criminal behavior 

(thus the term "corrections"?) Obviously, however, society has had little patience 
for such approaches. Either that, or no one has adequately designed and 

implemented them. It seems cheaper and more expedient to objectify, isolate, 

and warehouse, in the hopes that simple "punishment" could somehow right the 
wrong. But we know this can't be true. We know that justice can't be achieved 

through objectification, isolation and punishment, once we recognize the fact 
that relation is the path to justice, to making whole. How we implement that 

knowledge across our society, across the range of wrongs needing righted, is 

another question.  

Closing Words 

 Thomas Jefferson is well known as one of the Founding Fathers of the 
United States, one of the authors of the Declaration of Independence. Few know 

that he advocated that the U.S. Constitution should be re-written by each new 
generation (every 20 years or so), noting in a letter to James Madison that "the 

earth belongs in usufruct to the living; that the dead have neither powers nor 

rights over it." He cautioned against people holding the words of their 
predecessors in such reverence that they could not claim the meaning for 

themselves. This has much to do with guarding against the objectification of 

ideas.  
 Much of our life is built around ideas: assumptions, beliefs, and values. 

Assumptions are ideas that have proven reliable enough that we don't see the 
need to examine them much. The problem is that we don't test their reliability, or 

validity, often enough, so they seem to take on a life of their own—even while 
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we continue to breathe life into them. The same goes for symbols, and for some 

of the most important words in our culture. To help keep our relation with ideas 
fresh even while we use them as objects, we might keep the following in mind.  

 XYA: Examine Your Assumptions (and those of others). 

 Examine reactions (emotional and intellectual) to symbols – what gives 

them power? 

 Watch people's use of rhetoric and buzzwords, because they are more 

than likely using them to manipulate you and others. Also, don't let an 
idea easily become "knowledge." Make it jump through hoops. Review its 

performance from time to time. These are both part of what's usually 

known as "critical thinking." 

 The more common, ubiquitous the idea, in our language, our culture, the 

more frequently we need to examine it. 

 Unpack big ideas like "justice," "power," "rights," "freedom," "progress," 

etc.; dig for the meaning, the relation that needs to be at the heart of any 
of them if they are to be good for us. Such digging is best done in 

conversation.  

 Focus less on debate and more on dialogue. Debate encourages digging 

in, not digging up or digging down. Defending an idea should only come 
after ideas are deeply explored and understood. Dialogue is more 

appropriate, particularly in the very specific sense used by the physicist 

David Bohm. He tied dialogue to the exploration of meaning and 
assumptions in a group context. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: MAKING SYSTEMS INTO OBJECTS 

n the popular science fiction movie The Matrix, people of the future dwell 
in a computer-generated illusion while their bodies (unbeknownst to most) 

are kept in a sort of suspended animation, supplying the energy that keeps 
the whole thing running. A few humans have escaped the illusion, and on the 

computer screens of their rebel ships they can see the streams of data that appear 

to the rest of humankind as buildings and cars and events and people going 
about their normal lives.  

 Imagine if you could look at an institution or a social system with x-ray 

glasses that allowed you to see the bits that it's made of. You would not see 
streams of raw data like those in The Matrix, but you would see streams of ideas, 

values, and assumptions, all organized into patterns that are robust enough to 
provide stability (and to resist change). Now, take off the glasses and go back to 

normal life.  

 A high school student has to get up at 6 AM in order to get to class by 

7:45, yet studies indicate that most adolescents' bodies aren't ready to fall 

asleep until around 11:00 PM. So the student drags all morning. In 
contrast, elementary students might be up fresh at 6:00 AM after a long 

rest, yet their school doesn't start until 8:45. One would think that the 
schedules should be reversed. But that would interfere with the high 

school sports schedule. "That's just the way the system is," some might 

say. 

 Sometimes our health insurance doesn't cover the cost of preventative 

medicine, even though it could save many times more the cost of treating 

an illness. People without health care use hospital emergency rooms for 

relatively minor situations, yet emergency room services are very 
expensive, and somehow these costs have to be covered.  

 One hospital charges $20,000 for a certain kind of surgery, and another 

across town charges $40,000. Why? No one knows. But the actual 
amount paid will be worked out between the hospital and the insurance 

companies. "The health care system sucks," some say.  

I 
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 A person watches a news story about a stalemate in Congress, with 

neither side budging on an important piece of legislation. The viewer of 

the story is reminded that they despise Congress and government in 
general.  

 After months of back and forth with zoning officials, a store owner is 

told that he can't put up the sign he wanted. "You can't fight City Hall," 
he says in resignation. 

From the outside, these systems—education, health care, and government—

appear to be  monolithic, opaque, and unmovable. In fact, the same is true of any 

large organization or institution. They are things that either serve us, are served 
upon us, or which we serve. But they are not us. At least, they do not appear to be 

us. Now, let's go back to the x-ray glasses. You can now see that behind all of the 

situations described, and many others that you yourself have experienced, there 
are ideas, values, and assumptions, organized in resilient and self-reinforcing 

patterns, which in turn take the form of designs, organizational charts, policies, 
procedures, rules, then mentalities, then finally attitudes and behaviors on the 

part of the people who serve and are served by the system. They appear as the 

daily, weekly, and annual schedule. They appear in the way that buildings are 
designed, rooms organized and decorated. They appear as the terminology used, 

the titles, roles, and ranks. They appears as the tools and technologies used in the 

space. 
 With your x-ray glasses on, you can see that while these systems and 

institutions appear as objects—to be admired, tolerated, feared, or even hated—
they are actually fluid and fluffy inside, made up only of relationships that cling 

to a scaffolding (also made of relationships) and having a shell formed around 

them. But now imagine that your glasses have a new feature. They are like 
magnifying mirrors, revealing to you that the guts of the systems you are seeing 

are inside your own mind, just as much as you are inside the system. As easy as it 

is to see systems, institutions, and corporations as objects apart from us and 
immune to our feedback and our concerns, we breathe life into them through 

our very active relationship with them. Here are some examples: 
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 We fund them through our tax dollars and through the purchases we make in 

stores. 

 We support them by voicing or (more often) by not voicing concerns about 

anything we don't understand or which we find questionable. 

 We use them—usually because we think we have to use them. 

It is true that these systems, institutions, and organizations are in a very real way 
larger than each of us. As they are not people (the Supreme Court's recent 

Citizens United decision notwithstanding), they are particularly easy to objectify. In 
objectifying them, however, we often forget that they live only through us. As 

resistant to change as they appear to be, they can be changed if we wear our x-ray 

glasses, penetrating their veil, understanding and surfacing the often hidden 
assumptions driving them. This, uncomfortably, includes surfacing the 

assumptions and sentiments inside of us that might be perpetuating systems we 

don't believe in.  
 When we truly re-establish a relationship with our social systems via the 

people who are affected by them, who serve them, and who are served by them, 
we can take ownership of them. We can re-design them so that they will fit better 

with the needs of today and our aspirations for tomorrow. 

Closing Words 

 You may have heard the old saying, "Keep your friends close and your 

enemies closer." Whether your dealings with "systems" or "institutions" are 
frequent or seldom, positive or negative, the same might be recommended: keep 

them close. I don't mean that you should visit the jail or the school or City Hall 
every day. I mean that you should figure out how you and other individuals 

breathe life into them, what makes them tick, and how they are—or can be—in 

your hands to influence. Why is this important? Because these institutions are 
extremely powerful forces in your life and your society. If left alone as objects, 

they seem to take on an independent life of their own, and it's usually not a life 

that is benign. All too often, the objectified system becomes outdated, 
unresponsive, inefficient, parasitic, or downright destructive. This, in turn, makes 
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it all the more easy to objectify. What do we do to balance our objectification of 

system with relation? 

 Make them transparent by trying to identify the assumptions they are 

built upon, ask asking whether those assumptions make sense, and 
whether or not you subscribe to them. This is hard to do alone, so talk 

with other people about it. Look at evidence – what does the system do? 
What does it look like, sound like, and smell like? This is the same 

process you might use to talk about the objectifying power of symbols. 

 Reflect on all the ways you feed the system or institution. 

 Consider that the system or institution is made of people. Make friends 

with those people. 

 Speak up when you see that the Emperor has no clothes. In other words, 

when you notice something important happening (or failing to happen) 

with a system or institution that is obvious but no one seems to be saying 

anything about it, consider being the one to break the silence.   

 On the next page is a chart that might help you reflect on your relation to 

systems that you use and which affect you. Fill it in at your leisure. 
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System 

 
How it Serves 
or Served Me 

 
Name an 

assumption 
that it seems to 

operate on 

How the 
system 

depends on me 
to continue as 

it is 

 
Someone I 

know "in" the 
system (besides 

myself) 

 
How I might be 

able to change the 
system if I 

wanted. 
Education 
(example) 

I went to it 
for 18 years 
and 
learned 
something 

Making 
school 
compulsory 
(required) 
helps 
everyone 
get well-
educated. 

I send my 
child to a 
local 
public 
school; I 
pay my 
taxes. 

I know 
some 
teachers, 
parents, 
and 
administra
tors. 

I could raise 
concerns with 
a 
superintende
nt; I could 
run for 
school board; 
I could 
advocate for 
a change 
in... 

Health Care  
 
 
 

    

The Economy      
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Government  
 
 
 

    

Justice  
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CHAPTER SIX: MAKING KNOWLEDGE INTO AN OBJECT 

hat does it mean to know someone? "Do you know Jim?" "Do you 
know Maria?" Do you know your boyfriend? If you had a boyfriend, 
you would say yes. Do you know George Washington? You would say 

no. You would say that you know of him. The difference seems to be a matter of 
relationship. When you know someone, you have a certain level of relationship 
with them. It is almost always mutual, and it's interactive. In a very real way, the 
people you know are part of your identity. They are a part of you, even when 
they're not in your presence. 
 If knowing someone means to have a mutual, interactive relationship 
with them—even when they're not there with you—then what does it mean to 
know a "thing" (a concept, a skill, etc.)? If your car needed repair, would you take 
it to someone who has studied cars, or would you take it to someone who has 
worked on cars? Probably the latter. Why? Because you already have a sense that 
knowing has a lot to do with doing. An experienced mechanic knows cars because 
he or she does cars, has a relationship with cars, and has embodied mechanics. In 
other words, auto mechanics is a part of the mechanic's mind and body. It's in 
how he or she hears and sees (at least when near cars). It's in his or her hands.  
 The same applies to every kind of knowledge, whether abstract or 
practical. Even purely theoretical knowledge, like a knowledge of quantum 
physics, means having a relationship with the theory, an ability to use it to 
explain things, and perhaps even an ability to invent new theories based upon it. 
The problem arises when what we know about knowing runs headlong into our 
experience in schools. A confusion also arises as we try to make sense of the 
world in an Internet Age. In both cases, we experience an objectification of 
knowledge that can paralyze and stunt our real knowledge-building. 
  We might logically begin with the objectification of knowledge within 
education systems. In simpler societies, knowledge-building was pretty hands-on. 
A child might learn to be an expert basketweaver first by sitting and watching 
expert basketweavers, then dabbling a bit in basketweaving, then taking on more 
basketweaving until the expertise was there. This kind of apprenticeship-based 
learning takes place in what scholars Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger called 
"communities of practice," so the knowledge goes hand in hand with relationship 
on many levels. At the other end of the extreme is commodified learning, which 
might be exemplified by the worst of online or "correspondence" coursework, in 

W 
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which one might read some material, take a test, and then be deemed to "know" 
something.  
 Most formal learning today is somewhere in between the two approaches 
described above, but seems to tend toward the commodified end of the 
spectrum. Most of us remember a lot of our school experience involving 
memorizing things—names, dates, formulas. Occasionally we had to 
demonstrate some skill in using what we memorized, but often we didn't. This 
has a lot to do with the objectification of knowledge, and it's a long-criticized 
feature of conventional education.  
 In 1946, a team from Vanderbilt University was hired by the State of 
Idaho to study its education system and make recommendations for 
improvement. The team observed a predominance of what they called an 
"Assign-Study-Recite-and-Test" method (this may sound familiar). They noticed 
that subjects were taught in a fragmented way, that students did not relate to 
subject matter, and that there was little connection made to the world outside of 
school. The team recommended that the system shift toward an "Experience 
Unit" method, something of greater depth through which students could relate 
better to the subject matter and use it to make an actual difference in the world.  
 The 1946 Idaho study group were promoting what could have become a 
national trend toward hands-on (and what some education folks today call 
"minds-on") teaching and learning. However, this particular recommendation 
went by the wayside, as did the movement nation-wide. Memorization and 
recitation continued to dominate.  
 Spend any amount of time in a typical classroom and you'll notice that 
the general approach is still "inch deep and mile wide."  It's not the teacher's 
fault—they'd probably rather be deeply engaging students in concepts and skills. 
But several factors keep this from happening. First, the curriculum is broken into 
pieces by "subject" and "topic," rather than reflecting actual "holistic" life 
experience. Second, there is pressure from bureaucratically-run systems to have a 
way to quickly and easily measure progress in student learning. This, in turn, 
means a greater emphasis on what can be accomplished with short procedures, 
over short periods of time, with a specific right and wrong answer. 
 The hallmarks of knowledge—of relation between the knower and the 
thing known—include experimentation, interpretation, and invention. These 
can't be measured in the usual manner, so they tend not to be emphasized. 
Without consciously acknowledging it, "knowledge work" is replaced by 
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"information work". Literacy skills are measured at the rudimentary level 
(advancing merely to bigger words and longer passages at higher grade levels). 
Even math skills are taught in a procedural fashion and don't elicit deep 
understanding of why the procedure works. This may not seem important, but it 
becomes so when students fail to catch fundamental errors even when they think 
they did a procedure correctly. It also matters as they advance into more complex 
kinds of math and hit a wall. It's difficult to re-train a mind used to years of 
procedural knowledge that skipped over deep understanding.  
 Even recent efforts to shift the assessment of learning to what are called 
authentic approaches (such as projects and other demonstrations of 
understanding) have been thwarted by small but vocal interest groups on the 
basis that they inject values into the curriculum, accept ambiguity and fuzziness in 
facts, and make testing "subjective." These folks are very comfortable with the 
objectification of knowledge, without relation, and the consequent shallowness 
of learning. The majority of the public accept this, too, so the status quo prevails.  
The recent "Common Core" initiative, at least in part, appears to be another 
attempt to shift emphasis toward authentic understanding. Historically speaking, 
it is another swing of the educational pendulum.  
 The problems caused by the objectification-without-relation of 
knowledge are compounded by our being subjected to a continuous 
bombardment of information. We live in a complex world, full of complex 
issues. It's not easy to understand these issues, even for "experts". We rely on 
something called "news" to help us know what's going on. But "news" can only 
offer us snippets of information. We never become well-informed through the 
media. Instead, we remain continuously semi-informed. To make matters worse, 
pundits are happy to interpret the news for us. Unfortunately, they usually spin 
things their own way because their listeners are, to them, objects of influence. 
Listeners, in turn, trust pundits and even make them the objects of near-
reverence. 
 We objectify issues—read about them, sometimes talk about them—but 
unless we relate to them (consciously, for we are always related to them 
unconsciously), we can't effectively deal with them. The most powerful way to 
relate to issues is to work on solutions. In order to do that, we need to relate to 
other people facing the same issues. Thus, addressing the issue of the 
objectification of others will help to address the issue of the objectification of 
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knowledge. This relates to the need for a non-objectifying approach to 
leadership, and a non-objectifying form of politics. 
 I've written here about information and knowledge. It can be helpful to 
think about these as two of four "stages" of understanding. These four stages are 
(1) data, (2) information, (3) knowledge, and (4) wisdom. Data is the basic 
stuff—raw events, raw numbers. Information is a result of organizing and making 
use of data, then turning it into actual concepts or descriptions that make sense. 
One scholar, Gregory Bateson, defined information "difference that makes a 
difference." Knowledge, as suggested here, is an actual change in the person and 
how they come to interpret and use new information. Wisdom—the fourth 
stage—is a bit more difficult to define. We all have a sense of what it is, but it's 
not something you can easily put your finger on. A group of psychologists put 
together a book about the different ways in which wisdom is defined. They 
found some common themes, among them being that wisdom very much 
involves being able to bring into relation things that seem to conflict—thought 
and feeling, reason and intuition, or different perspectives on things. Wisdom is 
very much not about objectification and very much about relation. It makes good 
sense that if we, personally and as a society, create a balance between relation and 
objectification, then we will, personally and as a society, be wiser and act more 
wisely. 

Closing Words 

 We objectify knowledge, at the expense of relation, when we confuse it 
with mere information. Knowledge comes from relation between us and objects—
relation that changes us.  Our school experiences tend to encourage the 
objectification of knowledge for the sake of quick and easy measurement of 
learning. Our media (both "news" and self-guided channels like the Internet) is a 
double-edged sword, providing more information about more things than ever 
before while leaving us continuously semi-ignorant. This exacerbates our sense 
of helplessness because it doesn't offer a way of relating consciously to the issues 
(or, put another way, relating to the relation that we have with issues). These 
issues, then, remain objectified and either distant or overpowering. It is 
important for us to be aware of the fact that the most ubiquitous new tool in our 
society—the smartphone—is useful only at the level of information, and does 
nothing for the levels of knowledge or wisdom. 
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 To restore the balance of relation and objectification in knowledge, we 
need to: 

 recognize that information is not the same as knowledge; 

 support actual knowledge-creation in schools and universities, even if the 
bureaucracy running them can't easily and quickly measure it; 

 become knowledgeable (not merely informed) about issues by seeking 
solutions in collaboration with other people. 

Doctors become expert doctors by working with patients. Auto mechanics 
become experts by working with cars. Citizens will only become expert citizens 
by working with issues, and with each other. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: MAKING EXPERIENCE INTO AN OBJECT 

any of us might like to have a button which, if pushed, would 
instantly transport us to the end of a task, or to the conclusion of a 

long story. Yet we would want just the opposite for the story of our 
own life: a button that delays the ending is something that people have sought for 

thousands of years. (While we are, on the one hand, obsessed with prediction 

and with forecast, how many of us would actually want to know the date or 
circumstance of our death?) In both cases—the desire to accelerate to an end, 

and a desire to avoid an end—experience is being made into an object at the 

expense of the relation (the process, or journey). 
 The truth is that process, or journey, is all we actually experience. Ends 

are like "points" in geometry—they are imaginary. When we actually reach an 
end—finishing a job, crossing a finish line, concluding a meeting—it may 

become clear that what we saw as that end is actually the beginning of the next 

step in a longer and wider journey. We also sometimes discover that we 
genuinely value process over product, means over ends. In reading a story or 

watching a movie, we appreciate character development so that we can relate to 

the characters as believable and worthy of empathy; we appreciate the back story 
so that we can make sense of what's happening; we appreciate the building of 

tension, a climax, and a resolution. The journey that a good story takes us on is 
really the purpose of that story. Similarly, when we play a game, it is usually for 

enjoyment and for challenge, not for the winning (unless our sense of 

competition leads us to objectify the other players as "those who must lose"—
see chapter 3). 

 Another quality of highly engaging games—or really anything that we're 

really immersed in—is that we can forget the passage of time. The psychologist 
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi called this the "flow experience." Such experiences tend 

to be those freely chosen, and in which the challenge level is continually and 
precisely matched to your abilities. When we stop timing what we're doing, it's a 

good sign that experience is being un-objectified. Sometimes, of course, we like 

to hold onto an experience that we're really enjoying, and it can thus slip through 
our fingers: Einstein is said to have mused that "an hour sitting with a pretty girl 

M 
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on a park bench passes like a minute, but a minute sitting on a hot stove seems 

like an hour." 
 Why does this quality of stories and of play—where means and ends are 

the same, where process and product are the same—sometimes break down in 

other aspects of living? It probably has something to do with the busyness of our 
lives. That busyness forces our experiences into competition with each other, so 

that they are sorted into two boxes: (a) experiences that we value as meaningful 
and desirable, and (b) those "chores" we have to do in order to have the 

experiences we really want. Consider some examples of the former being, 

unfortunately, turned into the latter: 

 Kids reading for pleasure --> Kids reading to meet a quota of books read 

 Exercising because it feels good  --> Exercising to lose a certain number of 

pounds 

 Playing for fun -> Playing for winning 

 Going to college to expand one's horizons --> Going to college to get a 

degree 

 Choosing to study in college what we're passionate about --> Studying what 

the job market seems to value most 

 Cooking to make food taste and look good --> Cooking to make food edible 

 Spending time enjoying a moment --> Spending more time taking pictures of 

a moment 

 Visiting a foreign country to experience another culture --> Visiting a foreign 

country to "get" culture 

 Choosing a job we love --> Choosing a job to make more money 

 Valuing art for art's sake --> Insisting that art must have a clear message or 

economic value 

 Saying something useful --> Saying something to get "likes" 

 Showing appreciation to someone when and as they meet our needs and give 

us value --> Showing appreciation when someone is leaving or gone 

 Praying as meditation --> Praying when we want something 
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 In each example above, experience and relation to experience become 

objectified. Motivation shifts from being more intrinsic (for its own sake, or 
because it is fulfilling to us) to more extrinsic (driven by outside demands). Now, I 

can't honestly suggest that a long commute to work should be enjoyed as much 

as time with friends, or considered an adventure, or that we should look forward 
with delight to a shopping run for milk and bread, as a young child often does. It 

would be cliché and unhelpful to suggest that we should live each day as if it 
were our last, for in doing so we would give equal weight to means and ends. At 

the same time, these represent strong examples of what it would mean to 

objectify experience less and relate to it more. 
 Another example of how we objectify experience comes from what we 

do when our attention is freed up. The old adage "Idle hands make the devil's 

work," suggesting that you should stay busy, seems an unfortunate one. 
Sometimes being un-busy allows you to see things, and yourself, more clearly. 

You may have noticed in public places that whenever people have a moment 
alone or an opportunity for their attention to wander, many of them pull out 

their smartphones. Perhaps you do this yourself. A sense of compulsion and 

urgency rises, as if to be left without something to occupy our attention, we are 
purposeless or vulnerable. On a recent talk show, comedian Louis C.K. noted 

how cell phones distract people from feelings of isolation and sadness that are 

necessary, saying "You need an ability to just be yourself and not be doing 
something, that's what the phones are taking away—the ability to just sit there."  

 Sometimes people seem distracted from a conversation by their need to 
check their phone for some incredibly timely message or opportunity that must 

be seized. It's an interesting technologically-driven development in our society. A 

writer named Linda Stone even came up with the formal term "Continuous 
Partial Attention" in relation to this type of phenomenon. It basically means 

paying shallow attention to a number of things at once (not to be confused with 

multi-tasking). It is a clear example of the objectification of experience through a 
false sense of urgency that interrupts the relation of the moment. 

The Fear of Aging and Death 
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 Why are we afraid of death? I’m not talking about the instinct to avoid 

being gravely harmed—an instinct that all animals have. I’m talking about fear of 
the idea of dying. Is it due to our uncertainty about what will become of us (either 

as a “soul” or as our “self,” if “self” is not 100% the same as our mortal bodies)? 

Is it because of unfinished business? Is it because we cannot bear the thought of 
permanent separation from our loved ones? Perhaps all of the above. The fear of 

death is caused by the objectification of the self and the weakening of relation.  
Naturally, we love those who are dear to us; naturally, we want to 

reconcile old conflicts, feel complete, and leave a lasting legacy in the world. We 

want to be remembered, usually in a positive way. If any of these are not fulfilled, 
we may be forgiven for maintaining a fear of dying, or of the idea of dying. All of 

the reasons suggested above clearly involve some objectification of the self. 

Now, none of the above are bad things to desire. It is human to want them, to 
feel a need for them. We go too far, however, when we fixate on them and lose 

our relation to the moment. We experience things in moments. For all our 
“calendar book” sense of experience, the moment is all we ever really have.  

Very old people will tell you how fast the journey was—a countless series 

of rich, separate experiences linked one after the other forwards and backwards, 
and then blurred into a single moment called “your life.” If we remind ourselves 

that all we have is the moment, then what becomes paramount is how we are living. 

There can really be only two answers to the question “How am I living?” We are 
either living with integrity, or we are not. And what is “integrity”? It is unity of 

action or purpose; unity of doing and being. Thus, the fulfillment of our entire 
life can be seen through the lens of each moment.  

 So yes, go ahead and care about others, and treasure the relationships; 

work toward reconciliation of old conflicts; complete unfinished business, and 
leave a legacy so that others can relate to their moments, too. At the same time, if 

you keep in mind that relation to the moment is not measured so much by the 

what or how much, but more in how, then you are doing the healthiest kind of 
objectifying. And you won’t worry about death because you’ll be too busy living.   

Closing Words 



Life in a World of Objects  Chapter 7: Making Experience into an Object 

48 
 

 We objectify experience when we separate the means from the ends, the 

process from the product, the journey from the destination. The result is that 
experience itself is degraded. Taken to its extreme, we, and everything that really 

matters, get locked out of experience while life becomes mere machine. The 

antidote is to remind ourselves always that ends/product/destination cannot be 
separated from means/process/journey, and that they are really one and the 

same. We must remind ourselves of the spirit behind what we're doing. We also 
need to take advantage of "down time" as opportunity for reflection (which can 

even, on occasion, force us into confronting uncomfortable emotional, 

philosophical, and even spiritual questions). At the very least, keep in mind that 
how you do something is as important as what you do and why you do it.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT: MAKING NATURE INTO AN OBJECT 

've always thought it curious that there are two "natures" in the dictionary. 
There is "nature" with a small n, meaning the basic essence or 

characteristic of something. Then there is Nature with a capital N, which 
we usually think of as everything in the universe except for what humans made. 

A beaver dam is thought of as part of Nature, but a man-made dam is not. What 

this tells me is that somewhere along the way, nature became an object, i.e., 
Nature. This is not really surprising, since humans were doing something that 

they didn't see any other creatures doing. They weren't just making things with 

existing stuff like beavers and ants were doing. In the struggle for survival 
without the protections of fur, claws, or superior senses, people were inventing 

things. 
 In time, humans realized that they could probe into the nature of things 

and use their new knowledge to build ever-greater things. They could conquer 

what they were previously at the mercy of: cold, heat, hunger and disease. As an 
understandable byproduct of this power, not only did humans make nature into 

object Nature (as if it were a world apart from them, whose rules did not apply 

to them), but they also began to see Nature as below them. At the heart of 
objectification is a recognition, or at least a perception, that the observer is 

different from the observed. There is usually a good reason for this distinction. 
Difference allows space for new relationships, which in turn allow creations to 

happen. So it appears to be with us and n/Nature. We recognize that there is 

something distinctively different about human consciousness—what allows us to 
write and read books like this, for example.  

 Differences aside, the idea that we've actually left n/Nature, that we 

separated from n/Nature, is pretty dubious. We need only to look at our own 
bodies, and our continuing dependence on the environment around us, to see 

that. The hard part is reconciling the fact that we are completely a part of 
n/Nature with the knowledge that we're unique among n/Nature. I think the 

solution has to do with the nature of our relationship with the rest of what we 

call Nature—all those other living things, systems, and processes. This is not a 
new insight, however. Most of the oldest traditional societies (once labeled as 

I 
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"primitive") had ways of maintaining this balance. It wasn't as difficult for them 

because it was obviously necessary—the choice was to either work with nature, 
or die. (Granted, some actually did die, e.g., the Easter Islanders who cut down 

all their trees, shortsightedly  dooming their society). Many traditional societies—

particularly those that depended on hunting, gathering, and small scale 
horticulture—had mythologies that connected human practices with non-human 

dynamics in their environment.   
 More than 100 years ago, in response to an Industrial Age that was 

changing our lives and our relationship with n/Nature faster than anyone had 

ever witnessed, even modern societies began to pay attention to the 
object/relationship balance with n/Nature. Natural parks were beginning to be 

set aside, for example, to protect wild "special" places from destruction. 

However, it wasn't until the late 1950's that our science and our policy-makers 
began to recognize the consequences of treating n/Nature as an object while 

neglecting the relationship. A single book—Rachel Carson's Silent Spring (1962)—
is credited with inspiring modern environmental movements. The U.S. Congress 

passed the National Environmental Policy Act in 1969, and in 1970, President 

Nixon proposed establishment of the Environmental Protection Agency. Today, 
the news is full of issues related to our relationship with n/Nature—fracking, 

nuclear power, the effects of antibiotics, genetically modified organisms 

(GMO's), wolf recovery in the western U.S., air pollution in China, and 
deforestation in Brazil, for example. Among the most recent and perhaps the 

hottest issue (no pun intended) is that of global warming and our relationship to 
it. 

 All of these forces of "negative feedback" within n/Nature—bad things 

happening as a result of behaviors harming natural systems—take effect through 
the actions of individuals. These actions of individuals are magnified by the sheer 

numbers of people carrying them out, reinforced and coordinated by patterns of 

behavior and by systems (and policies related to energy, transportation, mining, 
agriculture, and community planning and growth, among other things). These 

patterns and policies emphasize (usually in a subtle way) the objectification of 
n/Nature over relation with n/Nature. As clear evidence of this, consider the 

fact that consumption is still used as a measure of economic health. 
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Consumerism is actually a doubly powerful catalyst for objectification: it 

simultaneously allows for the objectification of people ("consumers") and of 
n/Nature. Yet no alternative measure of economic health has gained a foothold.  

 The key to permanently breaking this cycle goes back to overcoming the 

objectification of others and the objectification of ideas. When we make progress 
on those, it will allow us to get a handle on the systems (political, economic) that 

we objectify. This, in turn, will help us do at an individual level what we know is 
smarter, better, and more moral when it comes to making our continuous 

relationship with n/Nature a sustainable  one. Perhaps even better than 

sustainable, toward what my friend, systems scholar Alexander Laszlo, calls 
thrivable. But we need not wait for systems to change before being able to make a 

difference. There are many simple things that can be done: buying local; riding a 

bicycle regularly instead of driving; choosing to live closer to where we work and 
play (rather than in suburbs); reducing and reusing consumption before recycling 

is even needed; putting better insulation in your home. All of these fit extremely 
well with other anti-objectifying/pro-relation strategies. 

The Objectification of Place and Space 

 Place can be both the basis of relation and the target of objectification. 
Making n/Nature into object has much to do with our sense of place and space. 

For most of human history, we identified intimately with the place we lived in. 

The reasons are obvious. Our family, village, or tribe dependent completely on 
its knowledge of and relationship with local plants, animals, landscape, climate, 

and seasonal patterns in order to survive. There was migration, but it was slow, 
so in effect it meant adapting as well to a series of places over generations. Our 

close identification with place meant that it really could not be objectified. 

Although we tried to influence the "behavior" of place (i.e., weather, success in 
hunting) through magical thinking and practice, it was always in the context of 

intimate relationship with that place. 

 Fast forward to today, and we can find an opposite example of 
connection to place: the millions of people whose social lives are carried on 

through "social media" like Facebook and Twitter, where place is almost 
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irrelevant. We might live in a particular city only because the job market was 

there for us. We might know none of our neighbors. We may be unable to 
identify a single native species of plant, cite the origin of the water coming 

through our tap, the source of the meat in our supermarket freezer, or where the 

garbage in our dumpster goes. We might purchase many of our goods online 
rather than go to a store. We might work from home for a distant employer, 

further limiting our opportunities to encounter what is local. Place may thus 
appear to be irrelevant to us; at worst, it is an obstacle to us. It has become 

highly objectified while relation to it becomes minimized. It isn't really home. 

 So what's the problem with objectifying place as just a space in which to 
reside for expedience or necessity while not knowing it as home? The problem has 

many facets: 

 Loss of feedback from our impact on the environment. 

 Disengagement from the history of place that informs political 

understanding. 

 Lack of a sense of investment in making the place better, or even just 

protecting what is good about it. 

 Loss of skill in social interaction and in dealing with conflict that must be 

resolved. 

 Loss of diversity in our interactions with people. 

How did we get from minimal objectification of place and space to the high state 

of objectification without relation? 

 Most species of plant and animal are tailored to live in a particular kind 
of climate and as part of a web of relationship with other species. Since these 

webs can vary widely even across relatively short distances, every place is unique 
to them. So it has been for millions of years. Traditional peoples, including 

hunter-gatherers and pastoralists (herders), also had a close relationship with 

ecosystem, which is more than just place but the web of relationships needed to 
sustain life. Once agriculture was invented, things started to change. While 

people's knowledge of climate and natural cycles were still essential for keeping 

everyone alive, new forms of objectification appeared.  
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 With an agricultural base, people stayed in one place, and populations 

increased. The ability to accumulate material possessions (a symptom of 
objectification) increased, and so did the formation of different classes of people 

(another symptom of objectification). Along with social classes went monarchies 

and other strongly centralized forms of political control (yes, another sign of 
objectification). Trade with other groups increased (fostering more 

objectification), as did the desire to expand territorial control (more 
objectification). Colonial nations were carved out without regard to traditional 

native patterns of settlement, which were more connected to place and thus to 

n/Nature.  Empires grew and wars were fought. Territorial wars became 
ideological wars (another level of objectification): the Crusades, various civil 

wars, World War II, the Cold War, and most recently terrorism and the 

subsequent ongoing "war on terror."  
 In parallel with many of the above developments, and often related to 

them, organized religion (originally also a political vehicle) objectified spirit (see 
chapter 8), while the Scientific Revolution and Industrial Revolutions objectified 

n/Nature. 

The Objectification of Animals: Natural, and Worthy of Thought 

 Humans have always had a close relationship with other kinds of animals. 

Some of them might have been our predators from time to time, but before long 

they became our prey. Some kinds of animals have been companions to humans 
for just as long. In modern society, where few people hunt for food, a class of 

domesticated animals—chiefly cattle, chicken, turkey, pig, and lamb—have 
become part of an industrialized food chain. At one time,  animals may have 

been slaughtered on a farm and brought to a local market, the patrons of which 

were very familiar with the source of their purchase, the circumstances of its life, 
and its fate. Meat now comes neatly packaged from mega-scale operations 

designed for mass production. The average consumer of meat is far removed 

from the kind of relationship that a traditional hunter had with their quarry. In 
fact, they'd probably not know the precise details surrounding the meat that they 
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are buying and consuming. But it tastes good—instinctively, perhaps—so many 

of us love it regardless. 
 Being removed from the source of our meal is clearly a form of 

objectification-without-relation. This situation is related directly or indirectly with 

some negative dietary, environmental, economic, social, and psychological 
consequences. We eat processed foods high in fat and sugar, some containing 

traces of hormones and dubious chemicals, and we eat foods in amounts far 
beyond what would have been allowed for by "natural" settings. The 

consequences to health include increases in heart disease, obesity, diabetes and 

some types of cancer. The environmental consequences include the effects of 
grazing on watersheds, high energy and water consumption per caloric value 

gained in livestock, methane production (another greenhouse gas), and the 

uncertain effects of genetically modified organisms (GMO's) on natural species 
and environments. Entire nations have shifted to "cash crops" destined for 

export, raising needed cash but not providing food for direct sustenance. And in 
the target markets—the industrialized nations—all relation to food comes 

through a single source: the supermarket (or, in some unfortunate cases, fast 

food restaurants). Human relationships are diminished along the way.  
 Returning to the objectification of animals specifically, some also point to 

the moral implications of physical and psychological abuse of the millions of 

animals who are raised for slaughter in conditions far from natural. This is not an 
argument on my part for becoming a vegetarian or vegan (the latter meaning 

consuming no animal products whatsoever). I admit that personally I haven't 
considered becoming vegetarian or vegan. However, there are many who 

choose—for health-related, spiritual, or environmental reasons, or a 

combination—to not eat meat. Those of us who do eat meat would do well to 
restore relationship to the picture. One way to do this, if it's not practical to hunt, 

dress, and prepare your own meat, is to become as familiar as possible with its 

source. What goes into the raising of the animal? Where did it (he? she?) live? 
How did it live? What did it eat? (Because you are that which you're eating ate). 

How did it die?  
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 Developing a relationship with a local farm meets two strategies for re-

balancing objectification and relation. First, it strengthens community. Second, it 
strengthens your relationship with n/Nature.  

Pets 

 What is a source of meat in one society can be seen very differently in 
another society. Take the well-known example of dogs in certain Asian cultures 

versus the position of dogs in Western cultures. The keeping of a pet can be 
another expression of objectification. It is sometimes complemented by true 

relation, but often it appears simply to be mutual objectification. Perhaps it is a 

mixture of both. Is it so different from our relationships with human loved ones? 
Consider the elements of objectification in the human-pet relationship. A pet can 

be used as a companion—an object that makes one feel less lonely. Caring for a 

pet may satisfy our need to nurture (while also meeting the animal's need for 
nurturance). A dog may be used as a status symbol (or a symbol of machismo). Or 

its territorial nature and loyalty can be exploited for the protection of property (a 
historical use for dogs). A cat may be used as a rodent-control device. Or a lap 

warmer. At the same time as the human uses the pet, the dog or cat uses its 

"owner" as a source of food, shelter, and affection.  
 On the relation side (not to be confused with mutual objectification 

through mutual exploitation), this might be found where the pet and its human 

share experiences that benefit each and bind them in growth. Maybe this 
happens when people exercise with their pets. A better example might be where 

people play with their pets in a game in which the human, at least (and maybe the 
pet, too) loses herself in the play and becomes slightly more "equal" with the pet. 

The reader is best qualified to judge whether this is something they've seen or 

experienced.  

Closing Words 

 A wind energy developer I did some work with years ago once shared his 

feeling that "there is something special to me about seeing the hand of man upon 
the earth." This was coming from a renewable energy advocate, someone who 

would presumably want to leave a smaller footprint on the planet, but I don't 
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think he was joking. Regardless, his statement illustrates one way in which we 

make n/Nature (if that can be defined as "not made by humans") into an object. 
In another example of how people sometimes look at n/Nature, Ronald Reagan 

is famously quoted as saying of the protection of redwood forests, when he was a 

candidate for Governor of California, "a tree is a tree, how many more do you 
need to look at?" 

 The objectification of nature can most clearly be seen in the way we 
relate to the natural environment. For thousands of years, people have sought to 

reduce uncertainty and increase control over their fates. Some cultures placed 

humans above the non-human, and technology only fueled the sense of 
separation. The reality is that we still depend on our environments for survival. 

We're now forced to attempt to rely (too much?) on technological solutions to 

stave off disaster, or at least to mitigate problems, created by our use of 
technology. There are also, of course, spiritual dimensions and costs to the 

objectification of nature. 
 If you really think about it, the distinction between "small n" nature and 

"capital N" Nature is artificial. Are we really separate from nature? Is it even a 

"legitimate" object. I'd argue that it isn't. Our own bodies remind us of that all 
the time, and will continue to do so until we can upload ourselves into a 

computer cloud. But since most of us in modern society still deal on some level 

with the paradox that while we are nature, we are somehow unique within nature, 
perhaps we need a few things to keep in mind to inspire us to keep the 

objectification and relation in balance: 

 We feel "good" in Nature. Why else do people love to get away to camp, 

fish, get to the seashore, grow gardens, or merely go to the park? 

 Everything is interconnected. This is a scientific fact, observable by 

anyone with the patience to trace the relationships, and fighting that 

reality is a losing proposition. 

 The objectification of nature goes hand in hand with the objectification 

of self and others. Sitting in the ultimate built environment of one's 
automobile, one is isolated from all of the above—and maybe even spirit, 

too (see chapter 9).  
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 The earth outlives all of us. 
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CHAPTER NINE: MAKING SPIRIT INTO OBJECT 

t has become a seasonal complaint that Christmas is all about marketing 
and spending and getting, and not about the spirit of love and giving. In 

the Middle East, young men prepare for suicide attacks and fully expect a 
reward in the afterlife for their dedication to faith. What do these two things 

have in common? They are both results of the objectification of spirit. 

 For thousands of years, people have felt a need for meaning. They've felt 
the need for understanding the universe and their place in its. This would have 

been driven by many things: 

 a desire to reduce the uncertainty inherent in Nature, so that survival 

could be better ensured; 

 a desire for an external (more "authoritative" and unchanging) reference 

point for moral and social guidelines; 

 a desire to know what death means and what it brings. 

All of these fall into what we usually call the spiritual dimension of human 
experience. The majority of people in the world identify with a religion—an 

institution of organized spiritual practice. Most religions have a theology, some 

form of deity worship, a sacred text, and a set of practices. At the same time, a 
growing number of people—at least in Western societies—consider themselves 

spiritual but unaffiliated with a particular religion. Conversely, there are people 
who associate with a religion but whose spiritual sensibilities appear to 

be...under-developed, one might say. 

Idols 

 Spirituality is infused with mystery—the mystery of a power beyond 

ordinary time and space. As soon as people began to give this mystery an identity 

(or as some traditions might say, as its identity was revealed to people), the 
mystery became an object. Some of the religions that emerged in settled societies 

literally invested this mystery into objects, i.e., idols. Going to the temple of one 
god or goddess, one could speak to, appeal to, or appease that god through an 

idol that was, in fact, the god. Judaism, and later Christianity and Islam, rejected 

I 



Life in a World of Objects  Chapter 9: Making Spirit into Object 

59 
 

idol-worship ("idolatry") and were founded around prophetic revelations about a 

single-all powerful, capital-G God. Idols were false and the single God was true. 
While idols were eliminated, this association between the power—the mystery—

and a specific being continued. Religions made the mystery a person. Not a person 

like human persons, but a being who could be spoken to like a person, through 
prayer. A being capable and willing, in many sects (though not all) to intervene 

on one's behalf.  
 In fact, the Bible says that God made Man in His image, suggesting that 

God looks like a human, and that God actually has a gender. This represents 

another form of objectification—the rendering of a mysterious essence of untold 
intelligence and power that we can't fully understand into the familiar form of a 

person, and often a father-like figure. In addition to personifying, naming, and 

associating with a gender, the objectification sometimes continues with the 
placement of the all-powerful being in a particular place—usually above, as in 

Heaven. 
 I will remind the reader at this point that it is not my intent to judge this 

article of faith, but only to evoke a recognition that the belief in a personal God 

is a form of objectification. 

 

Organized Religion & Relation to Spirit 

 The emphasis of this book is not on the criticism of objectification, but 
rather on restoring and maintaining balance between objectification and relation. 

We objectify spirit when we believe in a personal God (personal as in God being 
endowed with person-like attributes). What, then, does the relation side look 

like? What would be the living relation between person and spirit? This is not an 

easy question to address, because it really is something that all faithful seek. 
Spiritual leaders try to help the faithful answer this question, which will bring us 

shortly to the related question of the role of organized religion in mediating one's 

relation with spirit.  
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 First, however, I don't want to cop out on the relation question. 

Considering what I've said about relation in other chapters of this book, some 
common characteristics are apparent that might (with care) be applied here: 

1. Relation is direct. 

2. Relation is mutually defining (a two-way street). 
3. Relation is dynamic, not static. In other words, it can change).  

4. Relation creates. 
I'll apply these in turn to spirit. 

1. Relation is direct. For true relation between person and spirit (defined for the 

moment as a universal mystery, universal power or essence), a person would 

need to feel a direct connection with it (or He, She, or whatever pronoun fits). 
2. Relation is mutually defining. This might be a tough one for some. If relation 

is mutually defining, it is naturally hard to see it in action, since you're being made 
by the very relation you've entered into. Now, many people might accept the idea 

that God defines them, but they may not be comfortable with the idea that the 

relation they have with God defines God, too. 
3. Relation is dynamic not static. Relationship itself changes and evolves as the 

person grows, experiences, learns, and reflects. This can easily be seen in the 

ways that a person's idea of God, and how they relate to God, evolves from 
childhood through old age. 

4. Relation creates. A person-spirit relation will create. Create what? Insight? 
Growth? Love? There are any number of possibilities. (What relation is not 

supposed to create is favors; as in when people appeal to a higher power in order 

to be granted a wish. In this case they are objectifying spirit.) 
 I leave it to the reader to decide whether the above list of characteristics 

resonates with them, with their sense of relation to spirit. In the meantime, we 

will visit the question of organized religion as mediator of relation.  
 Organized religion is the social and cultural complement to spirituality. 

At a minimum, religion makes spirituality a collective experience. It often 
attempts to provide guidance to individuals as they seek answers. It also is the 

carrier of tradition—often rich tradition tied to history, society, language and the 
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arts. Another important function is to maintain ritual—rituals of worship, of 

birth, passage, the marking of seasons, wedding, and death.  
 We've all experienced ritual, a pattern of action that we carry out which is 

supposed to connect us to something deeper, greater. The purpose of ritual is to 

help us enact and re-enact a story that binds us to what came before, what will 
come after, what is beyond and larger than us. This story is called by some myth or 

mythos. This is not in the sense of myth as "fiction," but as a narrative of the 
human experience in a cosmic setting. Myth needs ritual in order to be told; ritual 

needs myth in order to have meaning. Too often, however, we see ritual being 

carried out without much concern for myth: saying prayers simply out of habit; 
participating in only the most "special" of services while ignoring one's adopted 

faith the rest of the year; expecting and giving gifts without regard to the gesture 

of the giving or the reason for the giving.  
 The practice of ritual without myth is clearly a sign of objectifying spirit 

without relation to spirit. We should all be conscious of this in our modern, 
secularized world. Of course, ritual without myth can't be said to be completely 

useless: when people simply show up to services or pay a tithe, it at least helps to 

maintain the institution (for better or worse). 
 It is far too easy to point to examples of the extreme imbalance of 

objectification over relation when it comes to spirit. Going back through history, 

institutions of religion, and their associated personalities, became instruments of 
objectification, of control, of abuse. When religions became associated with 

government, all the same issues of objectification that apply to institutions and to 
politics became applied to religion and thus to spirit. That seems to be part of 

the reason the Pilgrims fled England for new shores. Of course, settlers created 

their own "theocracy" in the form of Puritanism. And the natives, whose 
connection to spirit was experienced in a very different way, became a new class 

of objects to the colonists.  

Closing Words 

 In chapter 2, I suggested that there appears to be more to self than just 

self, and that some might interpret or experience this greater "capital S" Self as 
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the spiritual connection. So it makes sense that we've come full circle in the final 

chapter. People have long sought answers to the mysteries of what is, what will 
be, and they have sought an "eternal" reference to serve as a guideline for living. 

Spiritual traditions emerged to provide these answers and to provide this 

reference. As happens with many social systems (see ch. 5), the words and 
institutions and rituals have in many cases become mediators of people's 

relations with the essence that is supposed to be at the heart of the tradition. 
Ritual gets divorced from the story, and institutions even become the 

manipulated vehicles of politics, sometimes to destructive ends. 

 As human beings, and simply as living things, we need to create and use 
objects. It is not wrong for us to use words to try to describe what is 

indescribable, to invent symbols that inspire us to keep in mind our connection 

to what is beyond us, and to tell and re-tell meaning-giving stories about spirit 
and what we do with spirit in our lives. It is important, however, to recognize 

when the object is taking precedence over the relation, to always question what 
text or person or institution would purport to mediate between you and the God 

or the greater Self or however you choose to describe this mystery and source of 

inspiration.  
 If we keep those things in mind, spiritual beliefs, practices, and traditions 

can fulfill their positive potential to support our individual and collective 

journeys.  
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CHAPTER TEN: MOVING FORWARD INTO RELATION 

e live in a world of objects. Part of what it means to be alive is to 
know that there is you and there is other. There is you because there is 

other. Bacteria do it. A buttery fly does it. You do it. Usually, when a 
living thing perceives an object, it's because that object is meaningful to it. The 

pattern of stars in the sky is built into certain birds, helping them navigate at 

night. This kind of connection is even stronger for people and their ideas; we 
breathe life into identities, values, and beliefs just by recognizing—regardless of 

whether we like them, embrace them, or oppose them.  

 I hope to have shown in this book how we people have a tendency to 
forget the intimate relationships that we have with the things in our world—with 

other people, ideas, institutions, and especially ourselves. Forgetting the relation, 
we magnify the objectification, and it expresses itself in negative ways: 

disappointment, abuse, isolation apathy, loss of meaning, and violence. A 

corporation treating employees and customers as commodities and market 
segments; politicians demonizing each other while seeing citizens as "voters," 

who in turn canonize or demonize the politicians. Couples mistaking attraction 

for love. Schools mistaking test scores for knowledge. A driver impatiently 
tailgating someone who they might smile at on the sidewalk. A young man 

blowing up himself and innocent people "for God."  
 But there is hope. The relation never goes away. It is always there. By 

being mindful of that, we put objectification in its rightful place. Throughout the 

book, I've suggested ways we can do this. In this last chapter, we'll review the 
attitudes, strategies, and tools at our disposal for ending the historical imbalance 

between objectifying and relating, both at the level of individual lives and as a 

society. 
 As you may have noticed, the objectification taking place in any one 

dimension of our lives affects the level of objectification in all of the other 
dimensions. As we objectify ideas, we objectify institutions. As we objectify 

institutions, we objectify other people, and so on. That said, I've also suggested 

that all objectification begins (and ends) with the objectification of the self. We 
can't objectify others without objectifying ourselves. We can't objectify 

W 
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institutions unless we make ourselves into objects which are isolated by those 

institutions. And since individual awareness and initiative is the starting point for 
most conscious change efforts, we go back to you and me.  

 By way of concluding this journey together, I will here summarize and re-

state what I feel are the most significant things to keep in mind for keeping 
relation and objectification in a healthy balance, across all dimensions of our 

lives.  
 

Objectifying is not bad. Forgetting relation is bad. I may have shined a 

negative light on objectification in this book. If so, that was not my intention. It 
is natural for us to recognize objects. As soon as we see something, touch 

something, think of or name something, it is, at least in some version of reality, 

an object. The very child that we love above all things is an object—yet we 
would never think of him or her that way because our relation to them is so 

powerful. The problems in our personal and social and societal lives start when 
we forget that we are intimately related to our objects. Our objects are our 

relatives. 

Take nothing personally. I'm repeating here the admonition from chapter 2. 

It's not about you or your worth. It's about the situation. It's about a need. It's 
about an opportunity. It's about the relation. This goes along with recognizing 

and resisting others' attempts to objectify you. 

You wear many hats. You are not just a consumer or a citizen, a student or 
parent or senior citizen, a homeowner or a ratepayer or taxpayer. You are all of 

those things, and many more. And you are all of them simultaneously. Keep this in 

mind as you make important choices, and keep it in mind when advertisers, 
marketers, and politicians reach out to you. Expect and demand to be treated as 

a multi-faceted, complex human being who is capable of balancing many 

different, sometimes competing, values.   

Unify ends and means, purposes and results. Embrace the cliché: the journey 
is the destination. The inevitable conclusion to your life will force you to realize 

that all you ever really had was the journey. Embracing this reality now will make 
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your goals and milestones and successes and failures all the more sweet. Unifying 

our ends (where we're going or want to go) and our means (how we get there) 
also leads to more ethical judgment and more visionary policy-making. It makes 

us think about process, and what is going to get the best results in any situation. 

Even at the level of institutions, we need to institutionalize "not done." If instead 
of treating our social systems as fixed machines but rather make them living 

designs, they will be continuously learning, adapting, changing in response to 
realities and needs and our aspirations for the future. This goes hand in hand 

with examining our assumptions together. 

Teach and model love as relation and not just emotion. Love is a topic that 

touches everyone in some way. Too often it is considered only an emotion. If we 
start to associate love with sharing deeply and authentically, with respecting 

ourselves and each other, and with being able to create together, our 
interpersonal relationships will be much healthier and much more successful. 

Seek dialogue. Dialogue with our loved ones is part of the relation aspect of 

love, the aspect that lasts and creates (rather than uses). It goes along with 

teaching and modeling love as relation as well as emotion. Dialogue with 
strangers helps re-weave the bonds of community, and supports personal growth 

as well. This goes along with examining our assumptions. 

Examine assumptions with a fresh eye, continuously, and socially. 

Assumptions are at the heart of ideas, which are at the heart of how our shared 
institutions operate. Examining our assumptions together not only prevents the 

objectification of ideas and institutions, but also helps counter our objectification 
of each other. 

Stop confusing and confounding individuals with ideas. People are not the 

same as their ideas. I would venture to say that the very purpose for ideas is to 

allow for greater human possibility. But the natural, even healthy conflict of 
needs and viewpoints is morphed into violence when we associate people with 

ideas that we are uncomfortable with or, even worse, feel physically threatened 
by. It is a waste of difference and diversity.  



Life in a World of Objects  Chapter 10: Moving Forward into Relation 

66 
 

Information is not knowledge, and knowledge is not wisdom. Information 

is about objects. Knowledge is about relating. Wisdom is about knowing how 
relation works. As we educate our children, and our adults, too, it is essential that 

we recognize these distinctions.  

Peel away the layers of objectification.  I was in the gym one day, using an 
exercise machine, and someone was on the same type of machine next to me. I 

glanced over to see what challenge level they were on. I realized that it was silly 

to compare my effort to theirs—I had made them (and myself) into an object of 
competition. Turning back to my own machine, I told myself to focus on my 

own time, my own goals. I thought "I'm behind in calories burned! I might not 

make the goal!" But I realized that this was another layer of objectification: 
objectifying the end and not focusing on the journey. 

Find a way to relate to your "larger self." Whatever "larger self" means, find 

it. It might mean the larger community or society that gives you meaning beyond 
your own place and your own individual experiences. It might mean your 

experience as being part of all of humanity, or part of the earth or the whole 

universe. It might mean your sense of connection to a "divine" self. Whatever it 
is, finding it means having a way of relating authentically to your own self and 

balancing that ever-present image-making and self-consciousness. 

Go smaller, go local. While you may connect to a larger sense of self on a 

grander scale, re-engaging with people and spaces and organizations at an 
intimate scale is just as essential to keeping relation in balance with 

objectification. Knowing who lives around us, learning how to work with them, 
knowing who represents us, who serves us and who we serve, knowing the 

source of the food and materials we buy, the energy we consume—this keeps us 

connected and has benefits ranging from the psychological to the economic, 
from the political to the environmental. It is extremely powerful. 

Don’t let objects define relation. Try to put relation first. This is not easy, 

as it seems to present a chicken-and-egg problem. After all, don't we have to start 
as objects perceiving and using objects, and then become aware of relationship, 
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before we can possibly change the relationship, which might then change the 

objects (and us)? Not necessarily. It is about intention and spirit. If I am on the 
road and I let object define relation, then the person going too slowly in front of 

me is not a human, but an object in my way. And I, by the same token, am an 

object wanting to get past them. If, however, I make relation define the objects, 
then I may start with "keeping us safe" and I may preserve our humanity just 

slightly more.    

When you're sitting with your mother, or with your friend, or with your child, 
you are not just you. And they are not just them. You and they are what you are, 

in that moment, based on what you mean to each other. And if what you mean to 

each other is love, then I would argue that this relation is slightly more real than 
each of you as objects. It is there when you are apart from each other, 

continuously working, infinite in its potential, and eternal.  

The same is true of every basic kind of relation. Whatever the name of the 
relation that applies best at the moment—a relation of exploration, of learning, 

of invention, of creation, of building, of teaching, of sharing, of nurturing—if we 

set this relation in mind first, it will alter and make better the experience of the 
objects in those relations: you, me, everyone.  

 


