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We are not the playthings of a blind external power, but the
sum of the gifts, weaknesses and the other things we inherit,
which a person brings with him. The goal of a meaningful life
is to heed the call of this inner voice and to follow it as far as
possible. The path would thus be: recognize yourself, but do
not judge or desire to change yourself. Rather, let your life
most closely approximate that predetermined shape, an
inkling of which you already carry within you.

Hermann Hesse (1877-1962)*



Introduction: Living Together as Individuals

Every human being is unique. Exercising your individuality amounts to the
meaning of life.

Be true to thyself now that thou hast learnt what manner of man thou art.
Pindar (c. 518-442 Bc)*

I love to observe people of every age - on a summer’s day in Zurich’s Old Town, for
instance. The Miinsterhof - Minster Square - is a constant bustle of strolling tourists,
hurrying businesspeople, locals exchanging news and children playing. I am fascinated
by the diversity in their faces and characters, the different ways that children, adults
and old people interact with each other: the differences in their body language when
the grown-ups greet one another or the little ones chase each other around; and the
differences in the adults’ interest in the venerable Fraumiinster Church or the shop
window displays. I never get bored of it. I am sure that no two people with exactly the
same appearance and mannerisms will ever walk across this square, because 1 know
that each and every one of the nearly 8 billion people who currently inhabit this planet
is unique. This diversity is by no means unusual. Plants and animals are just as diverse
within their own species. But what makes humans special, and what makes me an
observer of them, is that we are the only ones - thanks to our highly developed
intellectual abilities - who are aware of our own individuality and the diversity of our
species.

We begin to recognize ourselves as independent beings from when we are just two
years old. Over the years that follow, we learn to imagine and empathize with other
people’s emotions, thoughts and behaviour. And in so doing we learn that every person
has their own characteristics, talents and ideas. By the time we have started school, at
the latest, we begin to compare ourselves with others, and we continue this behaviour
all our lives. As adults we measure ourselves against other people, in terms of
appearance, or professional and social standing, or performance and income. We
delight in our strengths and deplore our weaknesses. We wonder how other people see
us. And again and again we are thrown back on ourselves: what do we have to accept
about ourselves as ‘given’, and what can we change if we just try a little harder? Over
the years, however, we realize that there is no ideal path to follow through life - even
if countless self-help books confidently promise us such a thing. And this book can’t
offer an ‘ideal path’, either. Rather, it is an attempt to give readers an understanding of
human individuality and the various ways humans try to survive in this world. Because
we still have difficulty with the concept of individuality. We think and behave as
though we were all the same, with the same needs and the potential to achieve the
same things. But this is a long way from the truth. There are no universally applicable
rules for living in harmony with your environment. This is a challenge that we must all
overcome in our own way.



Exercising our own individuality isn’t the only challenge; we also have to deal with
the diversity among our fellow humans and how different they are from us. Imagine if
we were all the same: the same height and weight, the same looks, born with the same
feelings and talents and the same needs. Life would be monotonous - though there are
some problems that diversity creates within families, schools and societies that
wouldn’t exist. But without diversity we wouldn’t exist either, and nor would any other
life form. Diversity and individuality are the fundamental preconditions for all life.

Just how diverse humans are and how many difficulties this diversity brings with it
are what made the most lasting impression on me in my thirty years as a researcher
and practising developmental paediatrician. From 1974 to 2005, I had the privilege of
continuing a large-scale research project begun in 1954 at the Zurich Children’s
Hospital. The Zurich Longitudinal Studies followed more than 700 normally developed
children from birth to adulthood, in two consecutive generations, documenting the
development of each child in areas such as motor skills and language. Our motivation
for undertaking such extremely labour-intensive studies was the conviction that only
when we are familiar enough with the diversity and the typical patterns within normal
development can we do justice to children’s individual needs and abilities, and support
their development effectively in our roles as parents, therapists and teachers. In fact,
when we looked at the data on the various areas of development, it revealed that there
was no ability, no behaviour, and no physical or mental characteristic that is developed
to exactly the same level in all children. Children differ in terms of height and weight
at every age. They require differing amounts of sleep and eat different quantities of
food. Some children take their first steps at ten months; others don’t walk until twenty
months. Occasionally children are interested in letters when they are just three or
four, though most learn to read between the ages of six and eight, and some still have
difficulty reading well into adulthood. In every respect, this diversity increases steadily
as children get older, and it continues to increase - though to a lesser extent - when
they become adults. Some adults’ understanding of numbers never gets beyond
primary-school level, while others have logical and mathematical abilities that enable
them to perform complex IT tasks.

This means that humans have very different resources with which to overcome the
challenges, large and small, that life throws at them. Take Luca, for example, who came
to my clinic with his parents. He felt he was a failure because, at the age of nine, he still
couldn’t read. He was painfully aware that he was unable to fulfil the expectations of
his parents and teacher. Luca’s sense of wellbeing was significantly impaired, and he
reacted by becoming distracted and fidgety. In the course of my work, I have seen
thousands of children like Luca, who have been brought to us because they deviated
from the ‘norm’. They were suffering from a wide variety of developmental and
behavioural abnormalities such as waking up at night, poor coordination or
underdeveloped social skills. Though they often didn’t say as much, their parents and
teachers wanted us to help bring these children back in line with the ‘norm’ - which,
as our many years of experience had taught us, cannot be done. For us, the children’s
real problem was that, because they didn’t conform to ideas of normality, they weren’t
allowed to be ‘themselves’. And so we tried to help them by understanding their
individual needs and abilities. We would then discuss with parents and other care-
givers how best to support each child with their individual strengths and weaknesses.
It wasn't a simple undertaking; the adults had their own expectations of the child,
their own ideas about his abilities and, above all, about the things he should have been
able to achieve. But when we did manage to tune the adults into children’s individual



needs and abilities, the children’s mental and physical condition improved and their
willingness to learn increased.

Exercising your own individuality remains a constant challenge even in adulthood.
Let’s take someone who works for a bank, for example. Just like Luca, the schoolboy,
her wellbeing is impaired when she can’t achieve what she expects of herself in the
workplace, and what her managers and colleagues demand of her. She feels
overwhelmed, becomes exhausted and, in the worst-case scenario, starts to suffer from
burnout. Her wellbeing won’t usually be improved by trying to improve her
performance, through additional training, for example - though that is the path
employers often take. What she needs is for people to respect her individual talents
and bring the demands of her work into line with her abilities as far as possible. The
same problem of adaptation arises when people aren’t being challenged enough; the
sense that what they have achieved is unsatisfactory, or even meaningless, can also
significantly impair their sense of wellbeing.

Several times a day, in both research and clinical practice, we were confronted with
the question: why does one child feel comfortable and develop well, while another’s
wellbeing is affected, causing abnormal development? We almost always found the
answers to this question in the degree of harmony between children and their
environment. Thus, for example, we realized that sleep disorders frequently occur
because parents have the wrong idea about how much sleep their child needs. At the
age of twelve months some infants sleep for fourteen hours a night, while others find
nine is enough. If the parents manage to tune into their child’s individual sleep
requirements, the sleep disorder disappears. Over the years, observations like these
taught us to pay attention to whether there was harmony between the child and his
environment, in all areas of development - and, if not, to recognize how the child was
being affected by the disharmony and how this could be remedied.

Questions of human individuality, and of the interaction between human beings and
their environment, have essentially been my preoccupations since I was a teenager. At
the age of thirteen I was confined to bed for eight weeks, and during this time I
devoured Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace and Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment. I was so
fascinated by the empathetic and lifelike portrayal of different human characters and
the dramas that played out between them that - once I was well again - I read my way
through all the Russian literature that was available in German. Since that time, I have
never stopped thinking about why people are so different, what shapes their lives, and
what ingredients go to make up a human being. I began my medical degree at the
University of Zurich in 1963, hoping it would give me a more profound understanding
of humanity. But my degree was a strange experience for me: I encountered an
immense number of mental and physical phenomena of all kinds, but my catalogue of
questions grew longer rather than shorter, and I still hadn’t gained a deeper insight
into the essence of humanity. In the decades that followed I went in search of a holistic
view of humans, engaging with the most diverse specialisms, in particular evolutionary
biology, philosophy, pedagogy and psychology. I read the writings of geniuses like the
philosopher Immanuel Kant and the evolutionary biologist Charles Darwin, the
educator Maria Montessori and the psychologist Jean Piaget. But again and again I was
disappointed. Their writings illuminated important partial aspects of the human
condition, but I still didn’t have a comprehensive view.

Over the course of forty years the things I have learned in the hospital and through
my research, along with findings from diverse areas of study such as genetics and
sociology, gradually came together - like pieces of a puzzle - to form a complete
picture. I called it the Fit Principle. What it amounts to is that every human, with their



individual needs and talents, strives to live in harmony with their environment. The Fit
Principle rests on a holistic approach that sees the diversity of humans, the unique
nature of each individual, and the interaction of individual and environment as the
basis of human existence.

How successful are humans at exercising their individuality in harmony with their
environment? More and more people are feeling overwhelmed by the struggle to live a
fitting life. Children are expected to fulfil their parents’ often exaggerated
expectations, and schools place them under an unbearable pressure to achieve. Adults
fight a constant battle to balance family life with work and the growing demands of the
economy. Older people, especially those who live in care homes, suffer from a lack of
emotional security and from social isolation. People of every age are feeling
increasingly at odds with the world and less able to live a life that corresponds to their
individual needs and talents. On an individual level, the Fit Principle can help people
find their way back to their individuality. And, on a larger scale, it can help people to
start reshaping their society and economy so that they can live as successful a life as
possible.

This book describes a wide arc from the beginnings of evolution to modern humans,
and the following brief overview of its ten parts is designed to give readers an
introduction to the intrinsic connection that exists between subjects as different as
evolutionary biology, nature and nurture, human development and the Fit Principle.

CHAPTER 1: HUMAN BIOLOGICAL AND SOCIO-CULTURAL DEVELOPMENT

Humans are related to every living thing on this planet.

There are many aspects of our own lives that we can only understand and explain to
ourselves when we call to mind what has happened to us in the past. In the same way, a
glance back to the distant origins of humanity can also help us to understand our
(modern) nature.

In the Old Testament, in the first Book of Moses, the creation story tells us that man
was made in a single day. The latest findings of anthropology, evolutionary biology and
genetics have led to another — no less miraculous - conclusion. Over the course of 450
million years, humans emerged out of the relentless interaction between countless
living things and their environments. We share a common origin with all living things
on this earth and are therefore genetically related (albeit to varying degrees) to
insects, reptiles and mammals, and even to algae, palms and fruit trees. You might say
our responsibility for the environment is written into our genes.

For 450 million years, all living things have striven to adapt themselves as well as
possible to the conditions in which they live, in order to survive and reproduce. Two
conditions must be fulfilled in order for this process to succeed: great diversity within
a species, and a set of genes which is subject to constant change.

Changing genes, diversity within our species and the attempt to live in harmony
with our environment are both the foundations of evolution and the basis of human
existence. Our genetic material is put together in a new way every time a child is
conceived, and that means every one of the world’s nearly 8 billion people is unique.
Every human spends their whole life adapting to the many and varied demands of the
environment, in a way that will allow them to satisfy their needs to the greatest
possible degree. This effort to live in harmony with the environment is at the very
heart of the Fit Principle.



Modern humans are the only living creatures to have developed an irresistible and
constant drive to develop their abilities and expand their knowledge. Our aim is not
just to understand our environment, but to make use of it and ultimately gain mastery
over it. The effort to achieve harmony with the environment has become a need to
dominate the environment. Over the past 200 years, scientific, technological and
economic progress has accelerated exponentially. There have been far more
innovations in the last few decades than in the whole of human history before that
period - and they have brought great rewards, but also increasingly worrying
consequences for the environment and for ourselves. We no longer live in small
communities, as our forefathers did for 200,000 years, but in an anonymous mass
society.

Questions we will consider here:

 How can the incredible diversity among humans be explained? And why do all
humans have a common genetic code, despite this diversity?

« How much does our genetic makeup change from one generation to the next?

« How did our cognitive, linguistic and social abilities develop? Where does our
insatiable thirst for knowledge come from?

« What lies at the root of our irrepressible need to control our environment? How do
we prevent ourselves from destroying life on earth, and ourselves along with it?

CHAPTER 2: THE COMBINED EFFECT OF GENETIC PREDISPOSITION AND
ENVIRONMENT

What our genotype accomplishes, our environment cannot achieve - and vice-versa.

What applies to evolution on a macro level also affects our own development on a
micro level. From birth to old age, our lives consist of the constant interaction of our
genotype (the sum total of all our genetic material, combined in a way that is unique to
each of us) and our environment. And so we wonder: what part of our essential being is
inherent or innate, and what do we acquire? It’s a question that intrigues scientists
and laypeople alike. Roger Federer is one of the most successful tennis players of all
time. Why has he pulled off twenty Grand Slam victories? Because he has been blessed
with an extraordinary talent, because he has trained a great deal, or because talent and
the desire to train came together in him to form an ideal combination? If parents are
particularly empathetic and caring with their children, is their behaviour rooted in a
high innate social competency, or was that caring behaviour instilled in them as
children? If young people devour a huge Harry Potter book in the space of a week,
while some of their schoolmates have trouble deciphering a short column in a tabloid
newspaper, is it because their innate reading abilities are miles apart, or because
they’ve received different levels of support at home and school - or are both of these
things true?

The importance we attach to genotype and environment respectively is also relevant
to society. What is our attitude, for example, to equal opportunities in education? Do
children achieve such different degrees of academic success because they have
different levels of potential, or because they receive different levels of encouragement
at school? How do we create fairness in the economy when people with such different
abilities have to meet the same demands? Do we attribute a great performance to
talent, a good education or an exemplary attitude to work? What should we reward:



talent, hard work or success? We behave differently as parents, teachers, employees

and citizens depending on the significance we attach to genotype and environment.
The important questions to be considered here:

» What portion of our characteristics and abilities is inherent? What do we mean by our
genetic predisposition, or genotype?

« What portion of our characteristics and abilities is acquired? What do we mean by the
environment?

* What is an individual’s potential for development, and where do their limits lie?

* How must our society and economy be constructed in order to do the greatest justice
to the diversity of needs and talents among humans?

CHAPTER 3: DEVELOPING INTO UNIQUE INDIVIDUALS

Curiosity is the driving force of development.

Every child’s development recapitulates a stretch of evolution - on fast-forward, so to
speak. Children are born with a huge potential for development, which has evolved
and been put to the test over many hundreds of thousands of years. They want to
realize this potential. Just a few months after birth, a child starts to grasp objects and
understand simple causal connections. At a year old, he can walk unaided and
understand a few words. At three, he starts drawing and building houses out of Lego
bricks. At five, the child’s speech is largely error-free, and he has a basic
understanding of numbers. Then he goes to school, and between that point and the
end of puberty his abilities take another quantum leap.

When this child begins to grip, to speak, to read and do sums, an exceedingly
complex process of maturation is taking place in his brain, which can only be achieved
if he is permitted to have the necessary experiences. To this end, he is equipped with a
boundless curiosity and a genuine love of learning. He can’t help but be interested in
every aspect of his environment. He wants to encounter the world, to understand it as
well as he can and to prove himself within it.

Insights into child development aren't just helpful for supporting a child in his
development. They are also a wonderful point of access for improving our
understanding of ourselves, and how we became what we are now. Why some of our
abilities are so well honed, and others much less so. Why we have such great interest
and such an astounding willingness to learn in some areas of life, and hardly any in
others.

Important questions:

* What does brain maturation contribute to development? How significant are our
experiences with our social and physical environment?

 What do we mean by curiosity and willingness to learn? How does a child acquire
abilities, skills and knowledge?

« What forms can learning take? What does child-centred, lasting learning look like?

» What are we able to learn as adults, and what can we no longer learn? How does our
adult learning behaviour differ from that of children?

CHAPTER 4: BASIC NEEDS THAT SHAPE OUR LIVES



Each human has a unique profile of needs.

Humans have always shared elementary needs, such as the need for nourishment, with
the more highly developed animals. In the most recent phase of our evolutionary
development, however, humans have expanded the ways in which we satisfy our needs
to such a degree that these needs have taken on a completely new meaning. Humans
don’t just find food. For thousands of years we have been cooking and seasoning our
food, and holding celebratory communal meals on special occasions with elaborate
table settings, wine and candles.

From the Fit Principle point of view, our lives are determined by six basic needs.
Alongside the satisfaction of physical needs, we have a great desire for emotional security, as
well as for social recognition and a secure position in the family, in our circle of friends,
the world of work and in society. If we receive enough emotional security and
recognition, we feel at ease and accepted. If we are sidelined, we feel rejected and
emotionally insecure. Two other basic needs are the desire to develop our talents and to
achieve the things for which our talents suit us. Children in particular have a strong
urge to develop their abilities and acquire skills. The final basic need that drives us is
the need for existential security. A regular income and security for ourselves and our
possessions are very important to us. Unemployment, financial worries, or even the
loss of our worldly goods and the threat to life and limb can have an extreme impact
on our wellbeing.

Our mental and physical state depends on whether we manage to satisfy our basic
needs sufficiently. Pursuing this aim takes up all our strength and time.

The following questions arise here:

+ What do we mean by ‘basic needs’? Where do they come from, and what do they
consist of?

« How do our basic needs develop over our lifetimes, and how significant are they in
the different periods of our lives?

» What feelings and ideas are connected with our basic needs? What are we trying to
express with them?

« How different can these basic needs be among humans?

CHAPTER 5: COMPETENCIES WE WANT TO DEVELOP

Humans achieve countless things no other living creature is capable of.

Intelligence is frequently equated with intellectual ability and the intelligence
quotient. But our mental abilities go far beyond what can be measured by established
tests. We need to factor in motor skills, which are essential for craftsmen such as
joiners, or for playing a musical instrument, and social behaviour, which encompasses
the different forms of interaction between people and the ability to put yourself in
another person’s shoes and understand their behaviour.

Terms like ‘intelligence’ and ‘intelligence quotient’ also suggest a unified
performance by the brain. Nowadays, however, we recognize a multiplicity of
intellectual abilities. They are set at different levels not only from one person to
another, but within individuals. This means there are people who are very talented
linguists, but are much less good with numbers. For other people, it’s the other way
round. And that means a single figure like the intelligence quotient can’t do justice to a
person’s individual profile of talents. This chapter introduces eight talents, or



‘competencies’. Each of these competencies stems from abilities such as visual

perception, which we have in common with more highly developed animals. Visual

experiences give rise to our first ideas about space, then to linguistic concepts such as

spatial prepositions, and finally to activities such as drawing or building houses.
Questions to be addressed here:

« What do we mean by competencies? What do they consist of?

» How do competencies develop into abilities, skills and ideas?

* How different can the level of these competencies be from one person to another?
* How different can the level of these competencies be within an individual?

CHAPTER 6: OUR IDEAS AND BELIEFS

Humans are the only living creatures that have to explain the world to themselves in order to
live their lives.

Ideas enable us to think, understand things and use speech. For example, I am
currently contemplating what ideas mean to me, and setting down my thoughts in
these lines. We start trying to understand the world when we are very young. We
create a world from the ideas we form based on our experiences with our environment.
We explain the world to ourselves almost compulsively. We just can’t help it. We can’t
imagine a life without ideas. The acquisition of ideas is what makes us into human
beings.

We exchange our thoughts and beliefs with other people, and share common ideas,
including those of a religious nature. Over the course of our lives, we take on some
value judgements from the people around us. These values can exercise tremendous
power over us and shape our lives within a community to a large extent. For centuries
in many countries, the Catholic Church regulated human relationships with its dogma
and morality. It insisted that people accept its ideas on the roles of men and women,
and marriage and divorce. But even mighty works are abandoned or just lose their
significance when living conditions undergo a fundamental change. Today, after more
than 200 years of Enlightenment, people are guided more by secular than religious
ideas, for example when it comes to the equality of men and women, or attitudes
towards homosexuality.

We are guided by our ideas, and use them to justify our actions in everyday life just
as we do in global politics. It is therefore worth examining the nature of our ideas and
the influence they have:

+ What do we mean by ideas? What distinguishes thoughts, memories, words and
mathematical formulas?

« How are ideas formed during a child’s development? How do our experiences within
the family and in educational institutions influence our world of ideas?

« What is the significance for society of ideas such as equal opportunities? How do they
come about? How do they win through?

* What is the significance of consciousness for the accessibility of our ideas? What is
consciousness? Do ideas exist in the unconscious mind?

CHAPTER 7: FROM NATURE TO THE MAN-MADE ENVIRONMENT



In order to survive, all living things need not just any environment, but one suited to their
needs.

For some decades now, we have been very concerned about our environment - and
with good reason. Global CO, emissions reached a record level of 36 billion tons in

2013, which in the worst-case scenario will lead to a rise of several degrees in global
temperatures this century. In the short period between 2000 and 2012, deforestation
destroyed a 1100 x 1100 kilometre area of forest and the habitat of countless animals
and plants. In a few decades, human cities and areas of habitation will have grown to
cover an area the size of Australia. We are plundering the earth’s mineral reserves,
polluting its waters with chemicals and littering our environment with waste. It is high
time we realized our responsibility towards the natural world. But we should ask
ourselves not just what we are doing to nature, but how much we are damaging
ourselves in the process. How much of the natural world do humans need in order to
remain mentally and physically healthy? After all, our forebears spent the past 200,000
years living out in the natural world, not in sterile rooms. We were originally made for
a life in nature.

In the space of just 200 years we have largely cut ourselves off from nature and
created an environment shaped by scientific progress, technology and economics. This
migration has also fundamentally changed the ancient structures of communal life.
With the advent of industrialization, our traditional communities began to dissolve.
Large families with numerous children and relatives shrank to become small families
with one or two children and just a few relatives. Partners and parents increasingly
live apart. The modest communities of our ancestors, allied to the natural world, have
become anonymous mass societies based in cities.

Do we, especially as children, still feel secure under modern living conditions? As
adults, do we still receive the recognition and affection we need? Can we really get by
without a stable network of familiar people? Could it be that a lack of emotional
security and social recognition has led to a rise in psychological disorders such as
ADHD in children and depression in adults?

We must therefore examine not only our interaction with the natural world, but the
influence that the environment we have created has on our lives:

« What is the significance of nature for our wellbeing?

* What effect has the transformation of our original communities into an anonymous
mass society had on our wellbeing?

+ What effect have reduced family structures had on child development? To what
extent are adults dependent on reliable partnerships and a stable social network?

« What happens if we can no longer fulfil our emotional and social needs in modern
society? What effects will that have on our mental and physical health?

CHAPTER 8: LIVING THE RIGHT LIFE: THE FIT PRINCIPLE

Being true to our individual nature is a challenge that keeps us on our toes all our lives.

For millennia, humans have been trying to give meaning to life through religious and
spiritual ideas, the humanities and, most recently, the ideas of neurobiology. And
every religion, ideology and theory develops its own ideal image of the human. These
ideas are frequently linked to lofty aspirations such as improving human nature or
transforming the world into a paradise.



The Fit Principle is not designed to present another of these ideals. The intention is
rather to come as close as possible - without an overarching metaphysical or
theoretical structure - to the unique nature of individual human beings, and their
effort to live the life that is right for them. The principle is based on the following core
assumption, which is taken from human evolutionary biology and which governs the
everyday life of the individual:

Every human strives to bring their individual needs and talents into harmony
with their environment. The more successful they are in this, the greater their
wellbeing, sense of self-worth and self-efficacy.

Of course, we don’t always manage to live a fitting life, even if we strive for it day after
day. Sometimes this is down to us: we have unrealistic expectations, don’t understand
our basic needs or don’t make the best use of our competencies. Sometimes it’s due to
external factors in our lives - and often it’s both. Again and again, we struggle back to
our feet and set ourselves new challenges, to give our lives direction and purpose
again. Over the course of our lives we get better at utilizing our strengths and
accepting our weaknesses. We become more familiar with our needs and our potential
for development, but also with our limitations, and in this way we gradually become
our essential selves.

The Fit Principle is not about achieving as much as possible, reaching the highest
social status or heaping up the most wealth. If humans could only be satisfied once
they had reached the pinnacle of achievement, the overwhelming majority would sink
into unhappiness. And that is by no means the case. Most people are satisfied if they
can fulfil their individual needs sufficiently and realize most of their talents.

Questions to be answered on the Fit Principle:

» What does a Fit constellation look like? And what effect does it have on our
wellbeing?

+ How can we create harmony with our environment? What must we contribute to this,
and what does the environment need to contribute?

* How can we understand our basic needs, competencies and ideas well enough to
recognize our potential for development, but also to accept our limitations?

« How can we support others and help them live in harmony with their environment?

CHAPTER 9: MISFIT CONSTELLATIONS

The Fit Principle is all about tackling the Misfit situation by questioning your current way of life.

No human manages to live in permanent harmony with their environment. Smaller
Misfit situations, which an individual can overcome without any great difficulty, are
part of everyday life. They have no impact on our physical or mental wellbeing. Rather,
they are a constant incentive to re-examine our habitual behaviour, ideas and
ambitions, and adapt to changing circumstances. But if demands on us (at work, for
example) go beyond a certain level, which differs from person to person, they create a
Misfit constellation that has repercussions. These constellations can make people feel
helpless and powerless, and appear tense and anxious. They tend towards aggressive
behaviour or become withdrawn. They may suffer from psychosomatic disorders such
as stomach complaints, and increase their consumption of addictive substances like
alcohol or prescription medication.



Misfit situations affect some people more than others, depending on which basic
needs, competencies and ideas are involved, previous experience of Misfit situations,
and the stresses and strains of their life in general. For an older person, losing a job
can lead to a genuine life crisis, complete with existential anxiety and a feeling of
having been devalued, while the stress remains low for a young adult in the same
situation, as they have alternative career paths open to them.

There is a wealth of medical, psychological and esoteric treatments available for
people going through any kind of Misfit situation. The Fit Principle doesn’t just focus
on relieving symptoms such as headaches or sleep disorders, but on tackling the Misfit
situation itself. How much have 1 contributed to the current Misfit situation - by, for
example, under- or over-estimating my competencies at work? What has the
environment contributed, for example by overwhelming me with complicated tasks?
What Misfit constellations have 1 already experienced, how did they come about and
how did I deal with them?

Questions raised in Chapter 9:

» What do we mean by a Misfit? How can a Misfit arise? What are the causes behind it?

» How can we recognize a Misfit situation? How does it affect our wellbeing? How does
it affect our physical health?

« How do we tackle a Misfit situation? What basic needs are affected? What
expectations do we have of ourselves and the environment?

» How should we evaluate our current life situation? How does the environment
contribute to a Misfit situation?

« How can we help others who find themselves in a Misfit situation?

CHAPTER 10: CHANGING TIMES

We have to think the impossible.

In an ideal society, a paradise on earth, all humans would be able to live a fitting life. In
Fit Principle terms, this society would be set up in such a way that all people could live
according to their individual nature. They would be able to satisfy their physical needs,
and they would feel secure and provided for in their community. They would be able to
develop their talents and achieve things they found fulfilling. They would feel
existentially secure and not threatened in any way. And they would be able to live a
life they themselves had determined in every respect.

Have we arrived in this paradise? In some respects, we have. The scientific,
technological and economic progress of the past 100 years has vastly improved
people’s mental and physical wellbeing - even if this doesn’t yet apply worldwide. In
highly developed countries, the health of the population is better than it has ever
been, and life expectancy has doubled. People have access to an advanced education
system. In much of Europe, material comfort and peace have reigned for seventy years,
an unprecedented length of time. And yet a general feeling of satisfaction has yet to
emerge. There is a vague sense of unease in people’s minds, the causes of which we are
gradually starting to see.

One of these causes is the disregard for humans’ emotional and social needs.
Humans are deeply social animals whose wellbeing depends on a form of communal
life that used to exist in earlier times: stable relationships with familiar people and a
culture that creates a sense of identity and common purpose. Now, in the course of
modern progress, within a few generations small communities have become a gigantic,



anonymous society, for which we are not really suited. We find ourselves in constant
competition with one another. We have to prove ourselves over and over as partners
and workers, and we are always in danger of dropping out of all our relationships and
becoming socially isolated. For most people, emotional security is only a temporary
state of affairs. We lead our lives as if we could afford to do without enduring and
sustainable interpersonal relationships, as if our mental wellbeing didn’t depend on
them. But this attitude is proving to be a fallacy. An anonymous, highly complex
society and economy cannot create trusting relationships or fulfil our basic social and
emotional needs. These things can only be done by a community of familiar people
who form a reliable and sustainable network of relationships. It is high time we gave
some serious thought to how we want to live together in future, but also to how we
should deal with the other causes of general insecurity: the threat of mass
unemployment, the meaninglessness of work and the loss of cultural values. To do this,
we must imagine the supposedly impossible. Only then will we be ready to reshape our
society and economy from the ground up, so that people can satisfy their own basic
needs and exercise their individuality.
Questions we will address in Chapter 10:

« To what extent are people today shaped by the legacy of the past - for both good and
ill? Are we really completely adaptable and suited to every kind of environment?

« How can we reconcile diversity and individuality with values such as equality and
fairness? In view of the great diversity among humans, is a fair society even possible?

« How must a society be constituted so that people are able to exercise their
individuality without destroying social cohesion?

*» How can quality of life be maintained when automation and digitization are putting
more and more people out of work?

« Within state and commercial institutions, who is actually responsible for the mental
and physical wellbeing of billions of people?

« And the most important question: how can we strengthen the family so that people
can recapture the joy of bringing up children? And how can we create new kinds of
community, in which people can satisfy their basic needs better than in an
anonymous mass society?

The diversity among living things, the unique nature of all living things and their
constant struggle with their environment are some of the basic principles of evolution,
and thus also of humanity and human nature. They are part of the human condition,
and have found expression in religion, philosophy and art for millennia. In my clinical
and scientific work, and of course in my own life, I have always been very moved by
the efforts of individuals to bring their individuality into harmony with their
environment. These experiences lie at the heart of this book.
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Human Biological and Socio-cultural Development

Humans are related to every living thing on this planet.

There is g-randeur in this view of life, with its several powers, having been originally
breathed by the Creator into a few forms or into one; and that, whilst this planet has gone
cycling on according to the fixed law of gravity, from so simple a beginning endless forms
most beautiful and most wonderful have been, and are being evolved.

Charles Darwin (1809-82)*

It has always been one of the greatest puzzles for human beings: why do we, the world
and the universe exist? The extraordinary naturalist Charles Darwin found no better
answer than that already contained in the first book of Moses: God created the world.
In 1863, in a letter to the famous botanist Joseph Hooker, Darwin wrote: ‘It is mere
rubbish thinking, at present, of origin of life; one might as well think of origin of
matter.”

The natural sciences have come up with no more convincing explanation to this day.
But we do at least have an idea of what happened after the Creation, or - in modern
terminology - after the Big Bang, 13.8 billion years ago. Astronomers and physicists are
developing ever more sophisticated theories of the universe’s expansion since that
point, and how it separated into matter and energy. According to their findings, the
earth was formed 4.6 billion years ago from gases condensing around the sun. The first
evidence of simple life forms stems from around 3.8 billion years ago. Their home was
the ‘primordial sea’, and traces of them can still be found in fossil form today. In the
mid-nineteenth century, Charles Darwin gave a scientific explanation of how life on
earth diversified and developed from that point on. His theory of evolution continues
to shape our understanding of how life developed. It provided the foundation stone for
all discoveries made over the past 150 years in fields as diverse as embryology,
evolutionary developmental biology, palaeontology and - above all - molecular
genetics. Darwin’s theory has been largely proven by researchers in these fields, who
have also greatly expanded our knowledge about how all kinds of life forms developed,
from bacteria to fungi, plants and animals, and of course humans.’ The commonly used
terms ‘family tree’ or ‘tree of life’ are misleading: the lines of descent don’t lead off like
branches from a trunk, but sprout in all directions like a bush.
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Figure 1.9: (left) Cave painting (at least 15,000 to 20,000 years old); (centre) vulture bone flute (35,000
years old); (right) the Venus of Willendorf (28,000 years old).

The humans of that time also carved perfectly formed animal and human figures out
of ivory and stone, using sharp-edged flint tools to produce artefacts like the 28,000-
year-old Venus of Willendorf. In 2008, a flute made of vulture bone estimated to be
35,000 years old was discovered in the Hohler Fels cave near Ulm in Germany. You can
hear what a flute like this might have sounded like by searching for ‘bone flute music’
on the internet.

Between 10,000 and 12,000 years ago, cultural evolution began to gather pace, with
the start of arable farming and livestock breeding in the Middle East. Previously
nomadic hunters and gatherers settled down to become farmers. This ‘Neolithic
Revolution’ took place slightly later in Asia and Central America. People sowed and
tended various types of grain and cultivated plants. They domesticated animals, the
first of these being dogs, sheep and goats, then cattle and - as researchers have
discovered only recently - bees. Cave paintings have been found in Laos of people
riding elephants and using ploughshares in fields 6,000 years ago. Scientists estimate
that farming and cattle-rearing would have enabled up to fifty more people to live and
eat on the same area of land than would have been possible in the previous nomadic
era.

Settlement led to new ways of life. People no longer had to spend all their time, day
after day, satisfying their needs by hunting animals and gathering fruits and plants.
They cultivated ever larger areas of land using increasingly intensive farming
methods, and laid down winter stores. Bringing in a harvest of corn or owning a field
signified existential security. Even at this time, wealth was probably an expression of
foresight and high social status. People moved from simple huts and caves into clay
and stone houses, communities grew larger, and the first towns came into being. The
town of Gobekli Tepe in southern Anatolia is estimated to be between 8,000 and 10,000
years old.

Sedentary living, farming and raising cattle created unprecedented periods of free
time. People no longer had to spend all their waking hours just keeping themselves
alive. They were able to make better and better use of their skills, and constantly
expand the range of their activities. They invented the wheel, which was first used for
turning clay pots and then as a cart wheel. Potters didn’t just produce vessels to hold
food and drink; their creations were also artistically decorated. And textiles didn’t just
protect people from the cold and rain; they were also worn as adornment. People
began to mine and work with metals. Weapons that had previously been made of stone
were now cast from bronze, copper and eventually iron. Jewellery was first made using
nuts, shells and gemstones, but in time these were increasingly replaced with precious
metals such as bronze, gold and silver.*



With over-production of things like cereals came trade, and soon the exchange of
luxury goods such as amber necklaces. It is no coincidence that the term ‘culture’ is
derived from the Latin cultura (agriculture, cultivation, care). Culture in its widest
sense encompasses everything that humans have produced: the visual arts, morality,
law, religion, technology, science and business. This ‘cultural revolution’ isn’t coded
into our genes like the biological revolution, but is captured in artefacts and
documents of all kinds.

Exponential acceleration

One of the best ways to track cultural evolution is by looking at communication. We
don’t know how long ago our ancestors developed a language with a symbolic function.
But it is entirely possible that the beginnings of language development go back as far
as 100,000 years - or perhaps even 200,000. Oral traditions and the social preservation
of information may therefore have developed very early in human history. Cultural
evolution took a great leap forward with the invention of writing. The first written
symbols were used around 5,000 years ago in Mesopotamia. The invention of paper
around 2,000 years ago, printing using wooden blocks in the seventh century (both in
China), and the printing press in fifteenth-century Europe helped to spread the written
word more widely. A veritable flood of information began in the nineteenth century
with the mechanization of the printing process. The information technology of the
past thirty years has multiplied the volume of data in existence once again, raising it to
mind-boggling levels.
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Figure 1.10: Exponential curve of cultural progress, using the example of language. The time axis is not
drawn to scale, in order to show progress over the last 3,000 years.

Cultural accomplishments, as the graph above shows, haven’t simply accumulated
over the course of human history; they have grown exponentially. In each time period,
progress has been many times greater than in the previous one. Systems of symbols,
and the artistic representation of life in drawings and sculptures, developed much
more strongly between 10,000 and 40,000 years ago than it did in the preceding 150,000



years. The number of cultural artefacts produced in the 10,000 years before the start of
our calendar was many times greater than in the preceding 30,000 years. In the first
1,800 years ap, the rate of cultural production increased many times over once again.
And in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, humans produced a million times more
cultural goods of all kinds in the space of just 200 years than in the previous 1,800
years, and even over the whole 200,000 years since the emergence of Homo sapiens. The
human brain was without doubt one of the crucial components that allowed this
exponential development to take place, but it is far from being the sole factor. A series
of advantageous environmental conditions and reciprocal developmental processes
helped to accelerate our cultural progress:

Improved living conditions. Until around 12,000 years ago, our early ancestors spent
most of their time finding food and protecting themselves from extreme weather and
all kinds of other dangers. The last ice age ended only 12,000 years ago. Large parts of
Europe, Asia and North America lay under a sheet of ice several kilometres thick. Then
the climate began to improve, making a vital contribution to the rise of arable farming
and cattle-rearing. Humans also found land in Eurasia that was much better suited to
farming than the jungles, savannahs and deserts of Africa.

Settlement. Once people became settlers, the millennia that followed saw their
activities becoming more diverse and more specialized, for instance through the use of
ploughs and three-field crop rotation. There was an increasing division of labour, in
the work of craftsmen, for example. In smaller tribes, skills that had been learned by
one generation frequently died out again, but in larger communities these skills were
handed down, developed further and exchanged with other communities.

Food. Growing food and raising livestock meant more people could be fed. There
were still periods of hunger, but thanks to the practice of laying down stores these
were less frequent and less devastating than in earlier times. The Pharaoh’s dream of
the seven fat and seven lean years in the First Book of Moses illustrates the existential
significance that precautionary cultivation had gained even at that time.
Anthropologists have suggested that, although people had more to eat as settlers, their
diet wasn’t as good as their nomadic ancestors’ had been. Food improved in relation to
its calorific content and the provision of carbohydrates and protein. But in comparison
with the eating habits of the hunter-gatherers, the quality of nutrition fell. It was less
varied, and often so unbalanced that people began to suffer from anaemia,
deformations of the spine, and vitamin and mineral deficiencies.*

The invention of writing. Settlement led to an increase in trade between communities.
The more goods were exchanged within and between the settlements, the greater the
need to measure and record quantities, numbers and areas. Writing and counting
systems were originally invented for this purpose. An early form of writing - symbolic
marks on earthenware jars - was developed around 5,500 Bc. It came from the Vinca
culture, which was native to modern-day Serbia and Transylvania. The first recorded
real writing system, known as cuneiform, was invented by the Sumerians in
Mesopotamia around 3000 sc. It is made up of symbols scratched into clay tablets with
a stylus. Pictorial hieroglyphs were developed in Egypt around 3000 sc. These early
forms of writing were developed further by the peoples of the Middle East, the
Phoenicians, Egyptians, Greeks and Romans, finally becoming the Latin alphabet we
use today.

Writing systems didn’t just make trade quicker and easier. They allowed people to
record the laws and decrees needed to regulate life in increasingly complex
communities. They also made it easier to preserve and pass on customs, stories and
religious ideas, and so writing increasingly replaced oral traditions. The Epic of
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