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hat we can  choose to do depends on the 
op por tu ni ties available in the environ-
ment (item 2 of the “Requisites”).  What 

is available depends, for example, on where you are 
on our globe—land, ocean, tropics, arctic, and so on.  
For humans, what is available in a locality depends 
to a great degree on what previous humans have 
left there.  Hu mans far outdistance other animals 
in reshaping the en vi ron ment.  Most of the marks 
left 10,000 years ago by the hands and feet of homo 
sapiens are not easy for most of us to fi nd, but many 
of the marks left in the last few centuries are very 
easy to fi nd.  The medieval cathedrals of Europe and 
the motorways of the United States seize the eye.  
The opportunities (and dangers) in New York City 
in the year 2000 were different from those available 
in 1900, and those differed from what was avail able 
in New Amsterdam in 1650.

THE LIVING  ENVIRONMENT

Control is more successful when variables change 
slowly (but not too slowly), when fewer variables 
are changing, and when the variables are being 
changed by nonliving rather than by living things.  
The action of a nonliving thing when af fect ed by an 
external force can be predicted with the as sump tion 
of linear causation, but the action of a living thing 
can not.  Consequently, operating on the non liv ing 
environment in a habitual way can bring highly reli-
able results, but operating on the living en vi ron ment 
is always chancy.  Washing a sauce pan can be done 
while thinking of some thing else, but washing a dog 
or a child requires continuous at ten tion.  Below are 
some situations in which you might fi nd yourself.  
They differ in the pre dict abil i ty (reliability) with 
which the vari ables avail able there can be controlled.  

Chapter 27

D egrees of freedom I

Imagine yourself in each.  The most predictable situ-
ation is listed fi rst, the least last.

Imagine that you are in an environment con-
 tain ing no moving object.  Example: Sitting 
read ing in a quiet corner of the library with 
nobody near.  Another example: Standing on a 
sand hill in west ern Nebraska at dawn, with no 
bird or an i mal close enough or large enough to 
be en coun tered.

Imagine that you are in an environment with 
one moving, non liv ing object.  Examples: Stand-
 ing alone in a workshop, drilling a hole in a board.  
Sitting on the bank of a brook, watch ing the wa ter 
fl ow past.  Flying a kite.

You are with several simultaneously moving, 
nonliving objects.  Examples: Playing the piano.  
Juggling.  Hanging clothes on a clothes line on 
a windy day.  Operating a sewing ma chine, 
es pe cial ly one with a treadle.

Notice how relaxed and peaceful the world seems so 
far.  Now I will bring living things into the picture.

You are with one other living creature.  Ex am ples: 
Walking with a dog in a meadow far from other 
people or animals.  Riding a horse along a quiet 
path in the country.  Walking near a woods and 
hearing the buzz of a bee.

Those seem like relaxed and peaceful activities, too, 
and all very well could be.  Still, the dog can run off 
and ignore your calls to return, the horse can shy at 
something and possibly toss you off, and the bee can 
land on you with hostile intent.  Continuing the list:

You are with several living creatures.  Ex am ples: 
Taking six dogs for a walk, all on leashes.  The four-
person game with eight rubber bands de scribed in 
Chapter 6 under the heading “Four Controllers.”
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If you have seen someone out with several dogs on 
leashes—or if you have done it yourself—you know 
that they can become very awkward to manage.  
In the game with the rubber bands, someone can get 
cantankerous.

You are using language with one other person.  
Examples: Having a conversation in a far corner 
of the library.  Talking on the telephone with one 
other.  Exchanging e-mail.

Conversations can be soothing, charming, in vig o -
rat ing, challenging, de mand ing, insulting, enraging, 
accurate or misleading, or have any of a thousand 
other qualities.

You are using language with several other per sons.  
Examples: A coffee klatch.  A committee meet ing.  
A conference.

Committee meetings can be peaceful or brawling.  
Large deliberative groups meeting re peat ed ly (ex am -
ples are the Senate and the House of Rep re sen ta tives 
of the United States) have sergeants-at-arms to cope 
with brawling.

Some communicative situations do not stay 
clas si fi ed.  A lecture, for example, can become a 
con ver sa tion among many if the lecturer freely al-
lows questions and comments.  It can also be a case 
of the lec tur er hearing himself talk while members 
of the audience sleep, write letters, or watch out the 
win dows at squirrels digging for nuts.

A social encounter can consist almost entirely 
of talking, but it often in cludes other kinds of acts: 
car ry ing on work of all sorts, play ing games, eat-
ing, cop u lat ing, making music, traveling, and so 
on.  Peo ple often prefer certain kinds of settings for 
satisfying certain kinds of needs; they prefer, that is, 
settings that offer certain kinds of op por tu ni ties for 
con trol ling per cep tions.  Here is a description by 
Randolph Lou is  Viscio (1993) of the pref er enc es of 
teenagers for places to “hang out”:

We were the fi rst generation to set foot on the 
hard, . . . clinical, sterile, conditioned . . . sur fac es 
of America’s tacky malls.  We were so dis gust ed 
with what we experienced  at the mall, this glimpse 
of our fu ture, that we naturally at tempt ed to lib-
 er ate parts of it, to make the arcades, the pizza 
joints, and the bathrooms places that were open 
to anyone and free from the conformity that sat u -
rat ed the rest of the in sti tu tion.  Those places were 
our respected territory.  Here we could play, eat, 

and piss in peace; we smoked pot in the park ing 
lots and drank tequila and Southern Comfort on 
the roofs and in the bathrooms. . . . Seen through 
my eyes, the mall was just like the rest of society: 
sterile, empty, controlled, and used by the Au-
 thor i ties to make money. . . .

The arcade became a sanctuary we all needed.  
Everyone shared the space and pretty much re-
 spect ed it as being a place for everyone to hang.  
It was the fi rst place kids would go when they 
ar rived at the mall.  From the arcade, we would 
form small gangs and go off in different di rec tions 
to shoplift or smoke a joint.  I did a lot of both 
and particularly enjoyed going onto the roof and 
con duct ing guerrilla snowball assaults on the mall 
police.

We spontaneously created a community 
of nonconformist youth.  The new hangout, 
how ev er, came to us with one condition; for the 
time being the Authorities were willing to let us 
gather as we wanted so long as we continuously 
fed quar ters into the slots of the video games. . . . 
So we spent a lot of time and effort fi nding ways 
to make money—stealing included.  At fi rst I stole 
from my mother.  Then I stole from anyplace that 
was left open to me (the United Way donation jars 
at the counters [for example]). . . .

A lot of kids, young kids, used to get drunk in 
the bathrooms and then make love on the roof or 
in the woods just beyond the parking lot. . . It was 
a very rebellious experience to smoke, drink, make 
love, fi ght, or just sit in those woods. . . .

Then various mall Authorities got together 
with the cops and the school Authorities to 
crack down on the kids doing the mall scene.  
The me dia played up announcements that school 
of fi  cials were blaming fall ing grades on the fact 
that kids were “spending too much time playing 
video games in mall arcades. . .”.

Kids stopped hanging out at the mall.  But 
our grades didn’t get any better and we didn’t stop 
making love or drinking. . . . we just found new 
places to go; the woods, hard rock concerts, cars, 
and even the schools could become “hangouts” 
of sorts.

That account does not give a precise description of 
the perceptions the au thor or his friends were trying 
to control or how “hanging out” helped them to do 
so, but one can get at least a fl avor of the perceptions 
from some of the phrases: “disgusted with . . . this 


