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Explication

Elimination Grounding
Their use of HN is incoherent, 

therefore they should stop using ‘HN’.
What is a rigorous foundation 

for their use of HN?
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The Problem of Essences



1. Speciation requires branching

2. Species membership determined 
   by position, not by traits
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1. Species membership is determined 
   by position on the tree of life, not by a 
   set of necessary and sufficient traits

∴ Species lack natures

2. Natures denote essential (necessary and
   sufficient) traits
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Human nature should be defined as the bin of traits:

The Trait-Bin Approach

   1. Possessed by a majority of humans

   2.  A product of the evolution of Homo sapiens
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The Trait-Bin Approach

Human nature not definitive of Homo sapiens

Vivipary, lactation, menopause



The Trait-Bin Approach

   2.  A product of the evolution of Homo sapiens

Intended to exclude traits “exclusively due to 
enculturation or to social learning”



However…

   Any human trait is going to be due to:
     1. Heritable features of the organism 
     2. The particular environmental features the
       organism happens to encounter during its life.

The Trait-Bin Approach

   2.  A product of the evolution of Homo sapiens

Intended to exclude traits “exclusively due to 
enculturation or to social learning”
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The nature of the night sky:
A bin of stars, the ones viewable under 

the majority of conditions.

A star-bin theorist

Human Nature as Pattern of Trait Expression



A star-cluster theorist

The nature of the night sky:
The patterns of clusters of the stars, 

such as constellations.

Human Nature as Pattern of Trait Expression



Human Nature as Pattern of Trait Expression
(over actual and possible life histories)
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Human Nature as Pattern of Trait Expression

Antecedent and
Consequent Traits



Human nature: the pattern of trait clusters 
within the totality of extant human possible life 
histories.

Individual nature: the pattern of trait clusters 
within the individual’s set of possible life histories.

Uniquely human nature: the subset of 
human nature unique to Homo sapiens.

Human Nature as Pattern of Trait Expression

The Life History Trait Cluster (LTC) Account



A

C
A

C

A

C

A

C

A
C

A

C

A

C

Public speaking leads to 
elevated cortisol levels.

A

C

= Public speaking

= Elevated cortisol
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Benzene exposure leads to 
elevated cancer rates.

= Benzene exposure

= Cancer
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Benzene exposure leads to 
elevated cancer rates.

Human Nature as Pattern of Trait Expression
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A Note on ‘The Nature of Man’ 

Carl Rogers

(1956)



A Note on ‘The Nature of Man’ 

I do not discover man to be, in his basic nature, completely without 
a nature, a tabula rasa on which anything may be written, nor 

malleable putty which can be shaped into any form. 

I do not discover man to be well characterized in his basic nature by 
such terms as fundamentally hostile, antisocial, destructive, evil.

I do not discover man to be essentially a perfect being, 
sadly warped and corrupted by society.



A Note on ‘The Nature of Man’ 

In my experience I have discovered man to have characteristics which 
seem inherent in his species, and the terms which have at different 
times seemed to me descriptive of these characteristics are such 

terms as positive, forward-moving, constructive, realistic, trustworthy.

I maintain that each has a basic nature, a common set of 
attributes generally characteristic of the species. Thus the 
sheep is by far the most gregarious or group-minded, the 

mouse the most generally timorous. No amount of training — 
therapeutic or otherwise — will make a lion out of the mouse, or 

vice versa, even though a wide degree of change is possible.
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To get the same outcome, a different set of interventions is necessary.



On Becoming a Person

Christian religions and Freud:

(sin, the id)

Surface good

Underlying bad

(1954)



On Becoming a Person

“Underlying the bitterness and hatred and the desire to get back at the 
world which has cheated her, is a much less anti-social feeling, a deep 

experience of having been hurt. And it is equally clear that at this 
deeper level she has no desire to put her murderous feelings into 

action. She dislikes them and would like to be rid of them.”
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Deep good

“One of the most revolutionary concepts to grow out of our 
clinical experience is the growing recognition that the innermost 
core of man’s nature, the deepest layers of his personality, the 
base of his “animal nature,” is positive in nature - is basically 

socialized, forward-moving, rational and realistic.”
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The actualizing tendency

Sea palm (Postelsia palmaeformis)
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The actualizing tendency

“the directional trend which is evident in all organic 
and human life - the urge to expand, extend, develop, 
mature - the tendency to express and activate all the 

capacities of the organism, or the self. ”
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The actualizing tendency

You are either dead
or

are realizing a potential.

A skeptical response:

There is no other 
way to be alive.

Therefore, the 
actualizing 

tendency is trivial.
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The actualizing tendency

What occurs at the 
branch points?



The actualizing tendency

“the tendency for the 
organism to flow into all the 
differentiated channels of 
potential development, 

insofar as these are 
experienced as enhancing”
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The actualizing tendency

When an organism faces 
a branch point, it will 

tend to chose the better 
of the two branches.
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The actualizing tendency

People will actualize 
their ideal self.

As a result:


Organisms will tend to 
fulfill their potential.


When an organism faces 
a branch point, it will 

tend to chose the better 
of the two branches.
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The actualizing tendency

People will actualize 
their ideal self.

Organisms will tend to 
fulfill their potential.


Organisms lack a 
singular potential.

People lack a 
singular ideal self.

Challenges:



The actualizing tendency

Organisms lack a 
singular potential.



The actualizing tendency

Organisms lack a 
singular potential.

Krummholz
(German ‘krumm’ meaning 

crooked and ‘holz’ meaning wood)



The actualizing tendency

Organisms lack a 
singular potential.

“to be that self which one truly is” 
—Søren Kierkegaard



The actualizing tendency

Organisms lack a 
singular potential.

“to be that self which one truly is” 
tree it



The actualizing tendency

Organisms lack a 
singular potential.

“a person is a fluid process, not a fixed and static entity; a flowing 
river of change, not a block of solid material; a continually changing 

constellation of potentialities, not a fixed quantity of traits.” 

However:



The actualizing tendency

Organisms lack a 
singular potential.

Organisms exhibit adaptive plasticity



The actualizing tendency

Organisms lack a 
singular potential.

Organisms exhibit adaptive plasticity

When faced with novel circumstances, 
they tend to respond in adaptive ways.



The actualizing tendency

Tropisms

Phototropism Gravitropism

Hydrotropism Thigmotropism

When faced with novel circumstances, 
they tend to respond in adaptive ways.



The actualizing tendency

Tropisms

Phototropism Gravitropism

Hydrotropism Thigmotropism

Is the actualizing tendency a unitary tendency? 



The actualizing tendency

Is the actualizing tendency a unitary tendency? 

Different substrates and mechanisms
Different metrics (biological fitness vs. contentedness)



The actualizing tendency

Do organisms choose the best path forward?

Is the actualizing tendency a unitary tendency? 



The actualizing tendency

Do organisms choose the best path forward?

Is the actualizing tendency a unitary tendency? 

“the tendency for the 
organism to flow into all the 
differentiated channels of 
potential development, 

insofar as these are 
experienced as enhancing”



If we tend to choose the best path for 
ourselves, why is therapy useful?

Doesn’t the self-actualizing tendency 
undermine the need for therapy?

The actualizing tendency
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Client-centered therapy

Analysis

Prescription



The core conditions

 Congruence 
(genuineness)


Unconditional Positive Regard 
(acceptance without judgment)


Empathic Understanding 
(seeing through the client’s eyes)

Client-centered therapy
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Therapy No therapy

Vision
Evaluation

Boost
Transform
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Vision Evaluation

More clearly see

one’s possible


futures

More adeptly

evaluate


one’s possible

futures

Change

one’s possible

futures for the


better

Change the

weights used in

possible future

assessments


Possible effects of client-centered therapy



Student-centered education



Personal Thoughts on Teaching and Learning 

“do away with the exposition of conclusions”

“do away with teaching”

“do away with examinations”

“do away with grades and credits”

“do away wìth degrees as a measure of competence”

(1952)
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Personal Thoughts on Teaching and Learning 

“do away with the exposition of conclusions”
“do away with teaching”

“do away with examinations”
“do away with grades and credits”

“do away wìth degrees as a measure of competence”

A focus on seminars in which teachers are participants

No graded exams and no course grades

No majors or degrees (other than BA/BS)



The bottom line for the actualizing tendency



Not a single tendency 

Mechanisms (such as tropisms)

The bottom line for the actualizing tendency

Substrates (plant and animal tissues)

Success measures (fitness vs. meaning or contentedness)

Different:
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The bottom line for the actualizing tendency

Because humans have an actualizing tendency, they 
don’t need prescriptive therapy or education. 

Plants and animals exhibit the actualizing tendency.

Therefore, humans exhibit the actualizing tendency.

In fact, all life exhibits the actualizing tendency.
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The bottom line for the actualizing tendency

Because humans have an actualizing tendency, they 
don’t need prescriptive therapy or education. 

Plants and animals exhibit the actualizing tendency.

Plants and animals will adapt to a wide range of circumstances.

Humans do best in a specific kind of circumstance, one 
free of certain kinds of measures and prescriptions.

What this means:

What this means:
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Nevertheless

We tend to know best what is good for us.

The bottom line for the actualizing tendency

We can come to this knowledge more readily in the 
presence of someone realizing the core conditions.

Education is best when students are in control of their 
trajectory and are not subject to grades and exams.

It may be true that:



To what extent do people choose the best 
path forward when given the opportunity?

To what extent does client-centered therapy and student-
centered education enhance the their choice making?

Lingering questions

Are such approaches the best for all

(clients and students)?
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Thank You!
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