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        Flow: The  Psychology of Opitmal Experience  (Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, 1990)
  
 Happiness is not something that happens. It must be 
prepared for, cultivated, and defended privately by each per-
son. Control of our inner experience determines the quality of 
our lives, which is as close as we can come to being happy. 
Ask yourself whether you are happy, and you cease to be so. 
Success, like happiness, cannot be pursued; it ensues as the 
unintended side-effect of personal dedication to a course 
greater than ourself. The path to this elusive goal begins with 
controlling our consciousness. 
 We have all experienced times when, instead of being 
buffeted by anonymous forces, we feel in control of our ac-
tions. On those occasions we feel a sense of exhilaration, a 
deep sense of enjoyment that is long cherished and becomes a 
landmark in our memory for what life should be like. This is 
what we mean by optimal experience. The best moments usu-
ally occur when our body or mind is stretched to its limits in a 
voluntary effort to accomplish something difficult and worth-
while, something that we make happen. Such experiences are 
not necessarily pleasant at the time but add up to a sense of 
participation in determining the content of life. 
 Flow is the state in which we are so involved in an 
activity that nothing else seems to matter; the experience 
itself is so enjoyable that we will do it even at great cost, for 
the sheer sake of doing it. Everything we experience—joy or 
pain, interest or boredom—is represented in the mind as infor-
mation. The optimal state of inner experience orders con-
sciousness. The periods of struggle to overcome challenges are 
the most enjoyable times of our lives. The fact that we are not 
slim, rich, or powerful no longer matters. The tide of rising ex-
pectations is stilled; unfulfilled needs no longer trouble the 
mind. Even the most humdrum experiences become enjoyable.  
 It is difficult to achieve happiness because the uni-
verse does not answer our needs. Chronic dissatisfaction is an-
other obstacle to our contentment. With affluence and power 
come escalating expectations, and as our level of wealth and 
comfort increases, the sense of well-being we hope to achieve 
keeps receding into the distance. When people are fixated on 
what they want to achieve they cease to derive pleasure from 
the present—and forfeit contentment. 
 A major function of every culture has been to shield 
its members from chaos, to reassure them of their importance 
and ultimate success. When we start believing that progress is 
inevitable and life is easy, we may lose courage and determi-
nation in the face of the first signs of adversity. As we realize 
what we had believed in is not true, we abandon faith in every-
thing else we have learned. This general malaise is not due to 
external causes. They are internal, and each person must un-
tangle them personally. In modern culture the shields that have 
worked in the past—the order that religion, patriotism, ethnic 
traditions, and habits instilled by social classes used to pro-
vide—are no longer effective for increasing numbers of us. 
The lack of inner order manifests itself in a fear of being, a 
feeling that there is no meaning to life and that existence is not 
worth going on with. With each passing year, the chaos of the 
physical universe becomes magnified in the minds of the mul-
titude. It seems possible that in the near future we shall be 
ruled by an oligarchy of former drug dealers, who are gaining  
 

 
wealth and power at the expense of law-abiding citizens. But 
civilization is built on the repression of individual desires. 
 The kind of knowledge—or wisdom—we need to 
emancipate consciousness is not cumulative. It must be earned 
through trial-and-error experience by each individual, genera-
tion after generation. It is not enough to know how to do it; 
one must do it, consistently, in the same way as athletes or 
musicians who must practice what they know. Progress is 
painfully slow when knowledge is applied to our own habits 
and desires. The knowledge of how to control consciousness 
must be reformulated every time the cultural context changes. 
Given the recurring need to return to this central question of 
how to achieve mastery over our life, what does the present 
state of knowledge say about it? The way is through control 
over consciousness, which in turn leads to control over the 
quality of experience. 
 At times in history cultures have taken it for granted 
that a person wasn’t fully human unless he or she learned to 
master thoughts and feelings. People were held responsible for 
keeping a tight rein on their emotions. In the period in which 
we now live, the ability to control ourself is held in low es-
teem. Still, those who master their consciousness live a hap-
pier life. 
 Consciousness functions as a clearinghouse for sen-
sations, perceptions, feelings, and ideas, establishing priorities 
among all the diverse information. The ability to persevere de-
spite obstacles and setbacks is the quality most admired in oth-
ers; the most important trait not only for succeeding in life, but 
for enjoying it as well. Thus we might think of consciousness 
as intentionally ordered information. 
 Intentions keeps information in consciousness or-
dered. They act as magnetic fields, moving attention toward 
some objects and away from others, keeping our mind focused 
on preferred stimuli. It doesn’t say why we want to do a thing, 
but simply that we do. The hungry person is not aware of the 
level of sugar in his bloodstream; he knows only in his con-
sciousness what he has learned to identify as “hunger.” The 
nervous system has limits on how much information it can 
process at once. Thoughts must follow each other, or they get 
jumbled.  
 We are the prey of thoughts and worries intruding un-
wanted into consciousness. Flow improves the quality of expe-
rience: the clearly structured demands of an activity impose 
order in consciousness. “It is as if my memory input has been 
cut off. All I can remember is the last 30 seconds, and all I can 
think ahead is the next 5 minutes. It becomes your total 
world.” The flow experience is typically described as a sense 
of control—or of worry about losing control typical in many 
situations of normal life. “I have a general feeling of well-be-
ing, and that I am in complete control of my world.” What re-
spondents describe is the possibility of control. Their enjoy-
ment derives not from danger itself, but from their ability to 
minimize it. This most ancient feeling of control is an attrac-
tion of gambling. Flow activities can improve the quality of 
existence by creating order in the mind. They can become so 
addictive that we become captive of a certain kind of order.  
 The growth of the self occurs only if an offer is a 
nontrivial opportunity for action and requires a constant 
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perfection of skills. Fundamentalist religions, mass move-
ments, and extremist political parties offer similar opportuni-
ties for self-transcendence. Occasionally giving up self-con-
sciousness is necessary for building a strong self-concept. In 
flow a person is challenged to do her best and constantly im-
prove her skills. The self that a person reflects upon in hind-
sight is not the same as before the flow experience: it is now 
enriched by new skills and fresh achievements. During the 
flow experience the sense of time bears little relation to the 
passage of time as measured by the clock. 
 Surgeons speak of their work: “It is so enjoyable that 
I would do it even if I didn’t have to.” The doing itself is the 
reward. Some things we are initially forced to do against our 
will are intrinsically rewarding. Most enjoyable activities are 
not natural; they demand an effort that initially we are reluc-
tant to make. Veterans from Vietnam or other wars sometimes 
speak with nostalgia about front-line action, describing it as a 
flow experience. Even if he hates war, the experience can be 
more exhilarating than anything encountered in civilian life. 
As long as a segment of society has few opportunities to en-
counter meaningful challenges, violence and crime will attract 
those who cannot find more complex autotelic (having an end 
or purpose in itself) experiences.  
 Why is playing a game enjoyable, while the things 
we must do every day—like working or sitting at home—are 
often so boring? And why is it that one person will experience 
joy even while another gets the blahs while vacationing? What 
makes activities conducive to flow is that they have rules that 
require the learning of skills, they set up goals, they provide 
feedback, they make control possible. Agon (Greek) includes 
games with competition as their main feature; alea is all 
games of chance; ilinx activities  alter consciousness by 
scrambling ordinary perception, such as riding a merry-go-
round or skydiving; mimicry is activities in which alternative 
realities are created, such as dance, theater, and the arts in gen-
eral. What each seeks is to actualize her potential, and this is 
made easier when others force us to do our best. The complex-
ity of consciousness increases as a result of flow experiences. 
We cannot enjoy doing the same thing at the same level for 
long. We grow either bored or frustrated.  
 No social system has ever survived long unless its 
people hope that their government would help them achieve 
happiness. Cultures prescribe norms, evolve goals, and build 
beliefs that help us tackle the challenges of existence. This 
channeling of attention to a limited set of goals and means al-
lows effortless action within self-created boundaries. Games 
provide a compelling analogy to cultures. The Athenian polis, 
Roman law, the divinely grounded bureaucracy of China, and 
the all-encompassing spiritual order of India were successful 
and lasting examples of how culture can enhance flow—at 
least for those among the principal players. In 1976, 40% of 
North Americans said they were “very happy,” as opposed to 
20% of Europeans, 18% of Africans, and only 7% of Far East-
ern respondents. One of the most ironic paradoxes of our time 
is the great availability of leisure that somehow fails to trans-
late into enjoyment. Some people enjoy themselves wherever 
they are, while others stay bored even when confronted with 
the most dazzling prospects. 
 When a person cannot control psychic energy, neither 
learning nor true enjoyment is possible. Attentional disorders 

and stimulus overinclusion prevent flow because psychic en-
ergy is too fluid and erratic. Excessive self-consciousness and 
self-centeredness prevent it for the opposite reason: attention 
is too rigid and tight. One of the consequences of slavery, op-
pression, exploitation, and the destruction of cultural values is 
the elimination of enjoyment. Anomie (“lack of rules”): it is 
not clear what is permitted and what is not. Old values of thrift 
and hard work are no longer as relevant as they had been. Al-
ienation: people are constrained by the social system to act in 
ways that go against their goals. These 2 societal obstacles to 
flow, anomie and alienation, are functionally equivalent to the 
2 personal pathologies, attentional disorders and self-cen-
teredness--either the fragmentation of attentional processes (as 
in anomie and attentional disorders), or their excessive rigidity 
(as in alienation and self-centeredness).  
 People vary in the number of external cues they need 
to accomplish a mental task. If they would have less control 
over their thoughts, it would be more difficult for them to en-
joy experience. People who can enjoy themselves in a variety 
of situations can screen out stimulation and focus on what is 
relevant for the moment. How parents interact with a child has 
a lasting effect on the kind of person that child grows up to be. 
The family context promoting optimal experience has 5 char-
acteristics. clarity: teenagers feel they know what their parents 
expect from them. Centering: children perceive their parents’ 
interest in what they are doing. Choice: children feel that they 
have a variety of possibilities from which to choose. Commit-
ment: the trust that allows the child to feel comfortable enough 
to set aside the shield of his defenses. Challenge: parents’ ded-
ication to provide increasingly complex opportunities for ac-
tion to their children. These 5 conditions make possible the au-
totelic family context, because they provide ideal training for 
enjoying life. Children who know what they can and cannot 
do, who are released from many attentional demands that 
more chaotic households generate, are free to develop interests 
in activities that will expand their selves. When teenagers 
were alone studying, or in school, optimal experience was 
more accessible to those from autotelic families.  
 What makes some able to achieve this internal con-
trol is directed purpose that is not self-seeking. The easiest 
step toward improving the quality of life consists in learning 
to control the body and its senses. The body does not produce 
flow merely by its movements. The mind is involved as well. 
 Sex: To be enjoyable, a relationship must become 
more complex. The couple must invest attention in each other 
so that they can learn what thoughts and feelings, what dreams 
reside in their partner’s mind.  
 Music: Before sound recording, a live musical perfor-
mance retained some of the awe that music engendered when 
it was still immersed in religious rituals. It is difficult for any-
one to reach high levels of complexity in more than one physi-
cal domain. The skills are so demanding that one individual 
does not have enough psychic energy to master more than a 
few. 
 Reading is the most often mentioned flow activity 
around the world. When we are left alone with no demands on 
attention, the basic disorder of the mind reveals itself. Unless 
we know how to order our thoughts, attention attracts to what-
ever is most problematic at the moment. Entropy is this nor-
mal state of consciousness. TV provides continuous and easily 
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accessible information that structures our attention at a low 
cost of psychic energy. Once we develop this strategy for 
overcoming psychic entropy, giving up the habit of TV be-
comes almost impossible. 
 Daydreaming not only helps create emotional order 
by compensating in imagination for unpleasant reality, but it 
also allows children (and adults) to rehearse imaginary situa-
tions so that the best strategy for confronting them may be 
adopted, alternative options considered, and unanticipated 
consequences discovered.  
 A person who can remember stories, poems, lyrics of 
songs, baseball statistics, chemical formulas, mathematical 
operations, historical dates, biblical passages, and wise quota-
tions has many advantages over one who has not cultivated 
such a skill. The person whose memory is stocked with pat-
terns of information is autonomous and self-contained. If you 
decide what you would like to hold in memory, the process of 
learning by heart becomes a pleasant task. Words enable ab-
stract thinking and increase the mind’s capacity to store stim-
uli. Philosophy and science were invented and flourished be-
cause thinking is pleasurable. 
 External forces help determine which new ideas will 
be selected, but they cannot explain their production. The sci-
ence that formed the basis of nuclear fission owed little to the 
war. Democritus wrote,  “It is godlike to think on something 
beautiful and new.” Playing with ideas is exhilarating. There 
are more poets per capita in Iceland than any other country of 
the world. They used to chant their poems huddled around 
fires in precarious huts, while outside the winds of the intermi-
nable arctic winters howled. When the outside world offers no 
mercy, an internal symbolic system can become a salvation. 
Anyone with portable rules for the mind has a great advantage. 
People without this can easily become captives of the media.  
 The most ancient and basic set of rules governs the 
usage of words. When words are well chosen and arranged 
they gratify the listener. Talking well enriches every interac-
tion and is a skill that can be learned by all. Puns and double 
meanings may be the lowest form of humor for sophisticated 
adults but provide children with a good training ground in the 
control of language. The point of writing is to create infor-
mation, not simply to pass it along. The slow, organically 
growing process of thought involved in writing lets ideas 
emerge. Writing gives the mind a disciplined means of expres-
sion. It allows us to record events and experiences to be re-
called and relived in the future. It is a way to analyze and un-
derstand experiences, a self-communication that brings order 
to them. When writing is used to control experience, it is a 
tool of infinite subtlety and rich rewards. 
 History has its own unambiguous structure estab-
lished by the irreversible sequence of events. Observing, re-
cording, and preserving the memory of the events of life is one 
of the oldest and most satisfying ways to order consciousness. 
Because of their emotional power, memories of childhood be-
come crucial in determining the kind of adults we become and 
how our minds will function. Having a record of the past con-
tributes to the quality of life. It frees us from the tyranny of the 
present and enables us to revisit former times and “create” a 
past that will help us deal with the future. The past can never 
be true in memory: it must be continuously edited, and the 

question is whether we control the editing or not. Once aware 
that ordering events in time is enjoyable, we can do it better.  
 Knowledge controlled from the outside is acquired 
with reluctance and brings no joy. But when we choose to  
pursue it, focusing on the sources and details that are meaning-
ful and recording it in a personal style, then learning history 
can become a full-fledged flow experience.  
 Breakthroughs in science still depend primarily on 
single minds. The first person in the US to win a Nobel prize 
in science, was asked at the end of his life why he had devoted 
so much of his time to measuring the velocity of light. Ein-
stein replied, “It was so much fun.”—and he wrote his most 
influential papers while working as a clerk in the Swiss Patent 
Office. These and other great scientists were not handicapped 
in their thinking because they were not “professionals” in their 
field. They just did what they enjoyed.  
 Is the situation really that different these days? Is it 
really true that a person without a Ph.D., who is not working at 
one of the major research centers, no longer has a chance of 
contributing to the advancement of science? Or is this just one 
of those largely unconscious efforts at mystification to which 
all successful institutions inevitably succumb? It is difficult to 
answer these questions, partly because what constitutes “sci-
ence” is defined by those very institutions that benefit from 
their monopoly. 
 “Philosophy” used to mean “love of wisdom,” and 
people devoted their lives to it for that reason. Modern nations 
create armed forces as a defense against enemies. Soon, how-
ever, an army develops its own needs and politics. The basic 
questions are the first task for the amateur philosopher to de-
cide. The first step after choosing what area we want to pursue 
is to learn what others have thought about the matter. By read-
ing, talking, and listening selectively we form an idea of what 
the “state of the art” in the field is. If the decision is to take 
that same route because of an inner feeling of rightness, the 
learning will be relatively effortless and enjoyable. Specializa-
tion is to think better, and not an end in itself.  
 Many people give up on learning after they leave 
school because 13-20 years of extrinsically motivated educa-
tion remain a source of unpleasant memories. Those who 
forgo the use of symbolic skills are never really free. Our 
thinking will be directed by the opinions of our neighbors, the 
editorials in the papers, and the appeals of television. But in-
trinsically motivated education understands what is happening 
around us to develop a sense of what our experience is all 
about.  
 Work requiring great skill that is done freely refines 
the complexity of the self; while there are few things as en-
ergy-sapping as forced, unskilled work. Because work is so 
universal, yet so varied, it matters greatly to our overall con-
tentment whether what we do for a living is enjoyable or not. 
 The fascination of discovery never left one man 
named Joe; now close to retirement, he still enjoyed work 
every day--an “autotelic personality,” the ability to create flow 
experiences even in the most barren environment. In the entire 
railroad plant, Joe appeared to be the only man who had the 
vision to perceive challenging opportunities for action. Enjoy-
ment depends on increasing complexity. That view (that work 
seen as a flow activity is the best way to fulfill human potenti-
alities) has been proposed by various religious and 
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philosophical systems. Chuang Tzu believed that to Yu was 
the proper way to live—as a total autotelic experience.. These 
individuals transformed the jobs they had to do into complex 
activities. They did this by recognizing opportunities for ac-
tion where others did not, by developing skills, by focusing on 
the activity at hand, and allowing themselves to be lost in the 
interaction so that their selves could emerge stronger after-
ward. Thus transformed, work becomes enjoyable, and feels as 
if it were freely chosen, as well. 
 The more a job resembles a game, the more enjoya-
ble, regardless of the worker’s level of development. Hunting 
has proven so enjoyable that many still do it as a hobby. The 
same is true of fishing. To enjoy agriculture we must play 
within a much longer time frame than in hunting. We have en-
tered a new, postindustrial age, and work is becoming benign 
again. In theory, any job could be changed so as to make it 
more enjoyable by following prescriptions of the flow model, 
although management must care for productivity first and un-
ion bosses must keep safety, security, and compensations up-
permost in their minds. Optimal experience depends on sub-
jective evaluation of the possibilities for action and of our own 
capacities. Surgeons who settle for well-paid but repetitive 
routines soon begin to feel their tedium. Specialization can be 
lucrative but makes enjoying the job more difficult. Those sur-
geons who enjoy their work usually practice in hospitals that 
allow variety and some experimentation with the latest tech-
niques, and that make research and teaching part of the job. 
Their greatest enthusiasm is for the intrinsic aspects of the job, 
the feeling they get from the activity itself and how well de-
fined the goals are.  
 Surgery provides immediate and continuous feed-
back. There is no lack of challenges; the craft is enjoyable, 
like carpentry is fun. It’s nice to make things work again, to 
put things in their right place so that it looks like it should and 
fits neatly. Particularly when the group works together in a 
smooth and efficient manner, then the aesthetics of the whole 
situation can be appreciated. There is always the possibility of 
doing things better, of improving our skills. The way surgery 
is practiced helps block out distractions and concentrates our 
attention on the procedure. Rituals have a practical purpose 
but also serve to separate celebrants from the concerns of eve-
ryday life. Habits make it easier to devote undivided attention 
to challenges. Surgeons are lucky. Not only are they paid well, 
they also have a job built according to the blueprint of flow 
activities. Satisfaction in a job also depends on whether or not 
a worker has an autotelic personality. Some surgeons manage 
to hate a job that seems to have been created to provide enjoy-
ment. Jobs should be redesigned to resemble flow activities. It 
is necessary to help people develop autotelic personalities by 
training them to recognize opportunities for action, to hone 
their skills, to set reachable goals. In combination, these con-
tribute enormously to optimal experience. 
 People usually report that they have had some of their 
most positive experiences while on the job, but generally say 
that they would prefer not to be working. When supposedly 
enjoying their hard-earned leisure, they report surprisingly low 
moods, yet keep on wishing for more leisure. The more time a 
person spent in flow during the week, the better the overall 
quality of their reported experience. What was unexpected, 
however, is how often people reported flow situations at work, 

and how rarely in leisure. Managers and supervisors were 
more often in flow at work (64%) than were clerical workers 
(51%) and blue-collar workers (47%). Even workers on the as-
sembly lines reported flow more than twice as often at work as 
in leisure (20%). Motivation was low at work even when it 
provided flow, and it was high in leisure even when the qual-
ity of experience was low. Yet they would like to work less 
and spend more time in leisure. They disregarded the quality 
of immediate experience and based their motivation instead on 
the strongly rooted cultural stereotype that work is be avoided 
as much as possible. The problem seems to lie more in the 
modern worker’s relation to his job, with the way he perceives 
his goals in relation to it. It is as if our psychic energy is being 
wasted, that time channeled into such a task is perceived as 
time subtracted from that available for our life. People tend to 
discount their life at work because it does not contribute to 
their own long-range goals. The most important complaint 
about jobs concerns the lack of variety and challenge. Next is 
conflict with other people on the job, especially bosses. Third 
is burnout: too much pressure, too much stress, too little time 
to think for ourself, too little time to spend with the family. 
Whether a job has variety or not ultimately depends more on 
our approach to it than on actual working conditions. The real 
way to cope with work stress is to consider it part of a general 
strategy to improve the overall quality of experience.  
 Jobs are easier to enjoy than free time, because like 
flow activities, they have built-in goals, feedback, rules, and 
challenges, all of which encourage us to become involved in 
our work, to concentrate and lose ourself in it. Free time, on 
the other hand, is unstructured, and requires greater effort to 
be shaped into something that can be enjoyed. It is in the im-
provident use of leisure that the greatest wastes of American 
life occur. Vicarious participation may mask the underlying 
emptiness of wasted time. Unless a person takes charge of 
them, both work and free time are likely to disappoint. The 
passive consumption of mass media is not designed to make 
us happy and strong but to make money for someone else.  
 For some, solitude brings the disorienting symptoms 
of sensory deprivation. Most feel a nearly intolerable sense of 
emptiness when alone, especially with nothing specific to do. 
Almost every activity is more enjoyable with another person 
around. Ordering the mind from within is difficult. The flick-
ering screen brings order and protects the mind from personal 
worries. The information passing across the screen keeps un-
pleasant concerns out of the mind. It is spendthrift of attention 
without much to show for it. The ultimate test for the ability to 
control the quality of experience is what a person does in soli-
tude, with no external demands to structure attention. Learning 
to use time alone, instead of escaping from it, is especially im-
portant in our early years. It is difficult to summon pleasant 
thoughts at will. We are typically pressed to find new activi-
ties to keep the family group involved. The way to restore 
flow to a relationship is by finding new challenges in it.  
 The same need to constantly increase challenges and 
skills applies to our relationship with children. Our present so-
cial arrangements don’t provide adequate challenges for skills 
teenagers have. Athletics are important in suburban schools; 
compared to the alternatives, they provide concrete chances to 
exercise and display skills. Discussing our job or the thoughts 
and events of the day, and treating children as young adults, as 
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friends, helps socialize them into thoughtful adults. Being as-
sured of our worth in the eyes of our kin gives us the strength 
to take chances; excessive conformity is usually caused by 
fear of disapproval. When no risk attaches to transgressing 
rules they become meaningless, and without meaningful rules 
an activity cannot be enjoyable. The family, like any other 
joint enterprise, needs constant investments of psychic energy 
to assure its existence. Unconditional acceptance and complete 
trust of family members for one another is meaningful only 
when accompanied by an unstinting investment of attention. 
Compared to familial relationships, friendships are much eas-
ier to enjoy. We choose our friends based on common interests 
and complementary goals. With friends we can concentrate on 
things that are “fun.” Young adults also are happier with 
friends than anyone else, including spouses.  
 Expressive skills refer to actions that externalize our 
subjective experiences. We choose friends who share our 
goals. The ideal of a modern marriage is to have our spouse as 
a friend. When people are asked about their warmest memo-
ries, they usually remember holidays and vacations spent with 
relatives. Friends are mentioned more often in contexts of ex-
citement, discovery, and adventure. In adolescence, when so 
many interests are shared with others and we have great 
stretches of free time to invest in relationships, making friends 
might seem spontaneous. But later in life friendships rarely 
happen by chance: we must cultivate them as diligently as a 
job or a family.  
 Politics can be one of the most enjoyable and com-
plex activities available to the individual. Trying to optimize 
the goals of unrelated individuals involves complexities an or-
der of magnitude higher. It is more difficult, but much more 
fulfilling, for the politician to improve social conditions, for 
the philanthropist to help out the destitute, and for the saint to 
provide a viable model of life to others. Life would be harsh 
indeed if some did not enjoy investing psychic energy in com-
mon concerns, thereby creating synergy in the social system. 
A community should be judged good if it offers people a 
chance to enjoy as many aspects of their lives as possible, 
while allowing them to develop their potential in the pursuit of 
ever greater challenges. Similarly the value of a school de-
pends on the degree of the enjoyment of lifelong learning it 
can transmit. The true function of politics is to let as many as 
possible enjoy an increasingly complex existence.  
 Subjective experience is not just one of the dimen-
sions of life, it is life itself. Many who have suffered harshly 
end up not only surviving, but also thoroughly enjoying their 
lives. The fact that the mind rules the body is the most funda-
mental fact about the process of life. One study group was 
composed of paraplegics. A large proportion of the victims de-
scribed the accident that caused paraplegia as both one of the 
most negative and positive events in their lives. The accident 
presented them with very clear goals while reducing contra-
dictory and inessential choices. Learning to live again was a 
matter of enjoyment and pride, an occasion of inner order.  
 How does the same blow destroy one person, while 
another transforms it into inner order? Transformational skills 
usually develop by late adolescence. Young children and early 
teens depend to a large extent on a supportive social network 
to buffer them against things that go wrong. When a blow falls 
on a young teenager—even something as trivial as a bad 

grade, a pimple erupting on the chin, or a friend ignoring him 
at school—it seems to him as if the world is about to end, and 
there is no longer any purpose in life. The peak in the develop-
ment of coping skills is reached when a young man or woman 
has achieved a strong enough sense of self, based on person-
ally selected goals, so that no external disappointment can en-
tirely undermine who he or she is. Those who transform a 
hopeless situation into a new flow activity that can be con-
trolled will be able to enjoy themselves, and emerge stronger 
from the ordeal, 
 3 main steps seem to be involved in such transfor-
mations: 1. Unselfconscious self-assurance--the implicit belief 
that their destiny is in their hands. At the same time, their egos 
seem curiously absent. 2. Focus attention on the world. People 
who know how to transform stress into enjoyable challenge 
spend little time thinking about themselves. The person whose 
attention is immersed in the environment becomes part of it—
she participates in the system by linking herself to it through 
psychic energy. Find a better way to adapt to a problematic 
situation. 3. Discovery of new solutions focusses on the entire 
situation, including oneself, to discover whether alternative 
goals may not be more appropriate.  
 The “autotelic self” is one that easily translates po-
tential threats into enjoyable challenges, and therefore main-
tains its inner harmony. A self that has self-contained goals 
has few goals that do not originate from within the self. The 
rules are simple: 1. Set goals. 2. Become immersed in the ac-
tivity and learn to balance opportunities for action with skills 
we possess. Involvement is enhanced by the ability to concen-
trate. To be distracted against our will is the surest sign that 
we are not in control. 3. Attending to what is happening im-
plies the ability to sustain involvement. Whether we choose 
goals first, develop skills, cultivate the ability to concentrate, 
or get rid of self-consciousness, we can start anywhere. Once 
the flow experience is in motion the other elements will be 
much easier to attain. 4. Learn to enjoy immediate experi-
ences. Control of the mind means that anything that happens 
can be a source of joy. The rewards of creating order in expe-
rience provide the energy that propels the way for our de-
scendants, more complex and wiser than we, who will soon 
take our place. This involves turning all of life into a unified 
flow experience. 
 Much of what we call culture and civilization con-
sists in efforts people have made to create a sense of purpose 
for themselves and their descendants. Several Muslim profes-
sionals said, “We don’t get upset because we believe that our 
life is in God’s hands, and whatever He decides will be fine 
with us.” Such implicit faith used to be widespread in our cul-
ture as well, but it is not easy to find it now.  
 Meaning: The end, purpose, significance of some-
thing. People reveal their purposes in action. Those who find 
life meaningful usually have a goal challenging enough to take 
up all their energies. It focuses their attention in an achievable, 
enjoyable activity. The meaning of life is meaning: whatever it 
is, wherever it comes from, a unified purpose is what gives 
meaning to life. When an important goal is pursued with reso-
lution, and all our varied activities fit together, harmony is 
brought to consciousness. 
 It is possible to find a unifying purpose that justifies 
the things we do day in, day out—a goal that like a magnetic 
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field attracts our psychic energy. The hero and the saint turn 
their lives into unified flow experiences. Others order their 
own less exalted actions on these outstanding models. Sensate, 
ideational, and idealistic phases of culture: Sensate cultures 
integrate around ways to satisfy the senses. They organize 
goals and justify behavior for pleasure and practicality. Idea-
tional cultures strive for nonmaterial, supernatural ends. Art, 
religion, philosophy, and the justification of everyday behav-
ior tend to subordinate to the realization of this spiritual order. 
Ancient Greece, Nazi Germany, communist regimes in Russia 
and China, and Islamic Iran are examples.   
 People develop their concept of who they are and 
want to achieve in life according to a sequence of steps. Each 
starts with a need to preserve the self. We may expand the 
horizon of our meaning system to embrace the values of a 
community—the family, the neighborhood, a religious or eth-
nic group. The next step involves reflective individualism. We 
again turn inward, finding new grounds for authority and 
value within ourself.  The last step, which builds on all the 
previous ones, is a final turning away from ourself, back to-
ward an integration with others and with universal values. The 
ultimate goal merges with a system larger than us. This model 
describes the emergence of meaning along a gradient of com-
plexity; dialectic tension, this alternation between differentia-
tion on the one hand and integration on the other. 
 What distinguished the Pilgrims was that they did not 
allow persecution and hardship to blunt their resolve. Their 
goals became worthwhile regardless of whether they had been 
originally valuable. In all flow experiences there is a mutual 
relationship between goals and the effort they require. Billions 
of parents have sacrificed themselves for their children and 
thereby made life more meaningful for themselves. But as the 
complexity of culture evolves, it becomes more difficult to 
achieve this degree of total resolve. Just a few decades ago a 
woman felt perfectly justified in placing the welfare of her 
family as her ultimate goal. Now that she can be a business-
person, a scholar, an artist, or even a soldier, it is no longer ob-
vious that being a wife and mother should be a woman’s first 
priority. But the inevitable consequence of attractive choices is 
uncertainty of purpose; uncertainty, in turn, saps resolution, 
and lack of resolve ends up devaluing choice.  
 The complexity and freedom that have been thrust 
upon us, and that our ancestors had fought so hard to achieve, 
are a challenge we must master. Self-knowledge —an ancient 
remedy so old that its value is easily forgotten—is the process 
through which we organize conflicting options. We need to re-
discover afresh every generation what these words mean, what 
the advice implies for each individual. Inner conflict results 
from competing claims on attention. There are 2 ways to ac-
complish this: what the ancients called the vita activa, a life of 
action, and the vita contemplativa, or the path of reflection. 
Immersed in the vita activa, a person achieves flow through 
total involvement in concrete external challenges. But the 
goals that sustained action for a period may not have enough 
power to give meaning to the entirety of life. Detached reflec-
tion upon experience, a realistic weighing of options and their 
consequences, have long been held to be the best approach to 
a good life. Activity and reflection complement and support 
each other. Action by itself is blind, reflection impotent. It is 
necessary to invest energy in goals so persuasive that they 

justify effort even when our resources are exhausted and fate 
refuses us a chance at a comfortable life.  
 The consequence of forging life by purpose and reso-
lution is a sense of inner harmony, a dynamic order in the con-
tents of consciousness. The inner harmony of technologically 
less advanced people is the positive side of their limited 
choices and stable repertory of skills, just as the confusion in 
our soul is the consequence of unlimited opportunities and 
constant perfectibility. Every child, before self-consciousness 
begins to interfere, acts spontaneously with total abandon and 
complete involvement. Boredom is something children have to 
learn the hard way, in response to artificially restricted 
choices. A child is rarely unhappy without good reason. The 
wholehearted serenity of childhood, the undivided participa-
tion in the here and now becomes increasingly difficult to re-
capture as the years go by. When we can imagine only few op-
portunities and possibilities, it is relatively easy to achieve 
harmony. But it is a fragile harmony. With the increase of 
complexity, the chances of entropy generated internally by the 
system increase as well. 
 As social systems move from dispersed hunting tribes 
to crowded cities, they give rise to more specialized roles 
that require conflicting thoughts and actions from the same 
person. Within the individual life span as well, each person 
becomes exposed with age to increasingly contradictory goals, 
to incompatible opportunities for action. Order based on inno-
cence is now beyond our grasp. Once the fruit is plucked from 
the tree of knowledge, the way back to Eden is barred forever. 
The challenge is to create harmony based on reason and 
choice. With a life theme, everything that happens has mean-
ing—not necessarily a positive one, but meaning nevertheless.  
  
 [Success, like happiness, cannot be pursued; it ensues 
as the unintended side-effect of our personal dedication to a 
course greater than ourself. The path to this elusive goal be-
gins with controlling our consciousness. Flow is the state in 
which we are so involved in an activity that nothing else 
seems to matter. Those who master their consciousness live a 
happier life. Consciousness is intentionally ordered infor-
mation. Its complexity increases as a result of flow experi-
ences. Words enable abstract thinking and increase the mind’s 
capacity. The fact that the mind rules the body is the most fun-
damental fact about the process of life. Turn all of life into a 
unified flow experience. The meaning of life is meaning.] 


