
 
  The formation of a personhood is a difficult and uncomfortable task for most human 
beings. John Russon helps the process of forming a personhood with his book the Human 
Experience.  Russon’s analysis of the human experience allows people to see what the 
fundamental aspects are that define their human experience and how these different aspects 
affect the formation of a self.  Russon phenomenological analysis of the Human condition shows 
the reader that: interpretation, embodiment, memory, and others are  the fundamental factors 
that affect our human experience and process of self-overcoming and self-transcendence.  The 
process of self-overcoming causes a state [of] neurosis that is characterized by the conflict 
between the learned familial and societal habituations versus the conflicting narratives of 
phenomenological analysis. Russon’s main objective in this book is to show how our Neuroses is 
essential to our human condition and how Therapy, education, and philosophy can enable human 
beings to alleviate some of tour neuroses. Therapy, education and Philosophy are the tools that 
Russon provides the reader for how a human being can successfully use this neurotic human 
condition and have a self-fulfilling/self-transcending experience. 

Before the issue of therapy can be addressed Russon first explains how interpretation and 

our determinacy’s affect human experience.  “ focusing on the interpretive dimension to all 

experience allows us to shift away from the typical perspective we have upon ourselves on one 

side and the world on the other” (pg.10) We cannot escape the interpretive process humans 

constantly seek to organize the abstractions and different dimensions of the world into a 

synthesized coherent whole. During this process it is a mistake to think that our interpretations are 

independent from our expectations, desires, education and others. Most interpretation involves a 

two step process of data collection and then an evaluation that applies meaning to an object 

based on preexisting memories, expectations and the context in which the object was received.  

Temporality is a key concept within interpretation. All human beings are a product of their time or 

temporality. This means that our interpretations are a product of our temporal societal values. 

Plato understood that he was a product of the Golden age of Greece, and that he did not just 

come out of a vacuum. Understanding our interpretive process allows people to reflect and 

change how they are able to perceive the world and can facilitate a self transcending experience. 

As human being we cannot escape our embodiment. Our bodies are the vessels by which 

we are able to experience the inter-subjective world. Our bodies are the openness that allows for 

human contact and the involvement of others. “We must come to understand existence as simply 

the dynamic of embodiment within the two poles of self and other come to be defined, and out of 
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which substance of their development into complex self-identities grows.”(pg.26) we must 

therefore not think of our embodiment as separate from our minds or experience but we must see 

our embodiment as our experience and as our self.  Our embodiment is what allows a person to 

find their bodily capacities of “I can” which is defined in relation to objects and others.  

Memory is another factor affecting human beings interpretive experience of the world. 

“Having a coherent world is primary how we implicitly remember who we are, and reflective 

memory is how we make explicit this identity through the explicit unfolding of the layers of 

habitual interpretation that constitutes the identities of our objects.”(42) Our self identity and 

experience of objects is determined by our past memories and determinacy’s that are formed by 

our habitualized embodied tendencies and our relation to others. The world and its objects are the 

products of memory and mood of expectation in which the object is received. The mood is which 

an object is perceived can affect future relationships between the object and subject. If a human 

being is in a bad mood they will be less likely to be open to the experience of an object and might 

attach negative stigmas to that object. When a person comes in contact with an object that in the 

past had given a negative mood this can cause future objects that are similar to have negative 

stigmas attached. Understanding the dynamics of  memory allows for a more coherent formation 

of self identity and limitations, by reflective insight that can give new understanding of self, others 

and the determinacy’s that define who we are. 

Meaning within our human experience is not created autonomously or independent from 

the influence of others. “It is our discoveries about what we can and cannot do in our contact with 

other people that is the primary inducement to developing our sense of ourselves.”(pg.61) 

Meaning comes from an inter-subjective domain of others that define the objects in the world by 

mutual recognition and societal/familial values. Family and social values can contain different 

conflicting narratives that create tension. By embracing the inter-subjective nature of our 

interpretive process people can begin to criticize the conflicting narratives between social and 

familial values. This critique stems from comparing our own measuring of significance with the 

standards of others. This critique will later be explained as a process that allows for the alleviation 

of neurosis and can be seen as the application of phenomenological philosophy. 

 



Neurosis is the fundamental human condition that motivates human being to self 

transcendence and fulfillment. A person’s habitual situadedness can come in conflict with the felt 

human experience causing two conflicting narratives. Humans search for a more codified 

explanation of human experience which Russon says can be analyzed through the practice of 

phenomenological philosophy. Neurosis is caused by the application of old modes of habitual 

interpretation to a new situation which creates conflict because of the discrepancy between the 

constantly changing immediacy of a new situation and the limits of our interpretive process. 

Normalcy is the control of primitive habitual interpretation for a more co creative, inter-subjective 

interpretation of reality.  This co creative reality allows for people to become more outwardly 

directed and helps discourage the inwardness that is usually reflected in our habituations. 

Normalcy is the openness to critique one’s own habituations/determinacy’s and find a more co-

creative identity within your society.  

Russon states that the Neurotic compulsion of our life are inescapable and “are the very 

schemata of meaning, the developed forms by which we sense.”(125)  Philosophy, therapy and 

education are the tools that allow people to do away with their old habits of interpretation and 

create new ways of interpreting ourselves and our human experience. By turning away from our 

old ways of habitual interpretation we can create the freedom to redefine ourselves and our 

world. Phenomenological philosophy is the emancipatory tool that allows for people to establish 

norms of judging human experience and practices as better or worse. Russon through philosophy 

shows how the other is fundamental to the co-creative process of personhood and thereby shows 

that reciprocity and the golden rule are undeniable truths. Philosophy, education, and therapy 

show how that even though mental health is a personal journey, it cannot escape the outside 

context of social life.  

This was a very inspiring book for me to read. I have always felt there is a way to analyze 

the human experience so people could be shown how to behave morally. Russon answers this 

question by the use of Phenomenological philosophy. Phenomenological philosophy allows people 

to formulated norms for judging human experience by varying levels of health, wholeness, and 

fulfillment. Most of our meaning in our lives comes from the inter-subjective erotic relations with 

the other. If others are the source of our meaning, and we give meaning to ourselves through our 

erotic linguistic relations to others, then to treat others well is to treat ourselves well. The golden 
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rule leads directly from Russon’s analysis, because after the practice of Phenomenological 

philosophy one cannot argue against reciprocity and the meaningfulness of others in relation to 

our human experience. 
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 I did not continue to comment on most of this.  Lates and rewrites do no usually get comments. 

You have at least one major error in your misunderstanding about the interpretive nature of experience 
and for example, why it makes sense to say our objects are interpretations that tell us who we are. 

And you have some serious omissions, for example, you did not include the steps by which genuine 
education and therapy move us toward emancipation and the freedom to pursue fulfillment:  
the actual process of therapy/education/philosophy:  

1. Turning toward our sense-giving or meaning-making power (away from habituated objectivity
2. Skillfully Describing actual experience (phenomenology) 

) 

3. Explication (critical thinking that reveals the inconsistency and inadequacy of our current habits) 
4. Re-placing intellectual habits.  Reconfiguring/re-education of interpretive reflexes (overcoming 

myths of objectivity, etc) 
5. Re-habituation or new habituation in the PRACTICE of living

 

 (long difficult process, but we embrace 
this if we have not run from the suffering we are trying to overcome) 

You might also have discussed human fulfillment, the aim of human freedom and explained Russon’s 
remark that “What fulfillment is or looks like is always unknown because it lies beyond the enabling 
horizons that open on to this possibility.”   If you unpack that quote, you will have shown most of the 
central insights of the book.  There are many ways to have done it. 
 

Here is a grade for now:  B   
But I will accept a rewrite to improve the grade by Dec 20.  If all other work is at A level, then you don’t 
need to do it for the grade, but since you are a serious student, you will still want to improve your 
understanding of Russon. 

Here is another way to construe the question: Write an essay that deals specifically with what human 
experience is and how it is constituted.  Then show how we are motivated by conflict toward 
domination, flight, or dissociation, but can instead move toward freedom to overcome our meanings, 
which is to overcome ourselves in order to move toward human fulfillment.  Show how such movement 
toward fulfillment necessarily includes the ethical relationship of reciprocity. 

Here are some comments from other student papers that you should have already read as a 
guide for getting to the core issues in Russon.  You did deal with some of this, but reading this may help:  



1. Discuss the basic features of human experience: our basic bodily, interpretive, co-creative, 
erotic-linguistic nature (affective vulnerability/desire that is given form in 
meaning/language/gesture/behavior).   

2. Show how these undeniable features of human experience inevitably give rise to conflict and 
distress (neurosis) that motivates change and growth in meaningfulness.  (how coping with 
what resists us, with the demands of others, and the distress of internalized incompatible 
narratives/meanings leads to debilitating life arresting neuroses that are the driving motive 
that lead to domination, flight, dissociation, and self-deception, but if properly guided can lead 
toward self-overcoming in order to pursue the openness to one’s possibilities in the Bildungs-
process.) 

3. Show how this phenomenological “aletheia” or disclosure or revelation with regard to this basic 
emancipatory drive in human beings suggests that the very core of what freedom is, is to be 
sufficiently motivated, developed, and skilled to really pursue one’s possibilities.  

4. Show how self-transcendence is the imminent or inherent characteristic of human experience 
and provides a “logic” by which we can judge human practices in terms of health, wholeness, 
and fulfillment.  Freedom is the capacity, in the context of intersubjective support, for moving 
toward human fulfillment.  What fulfillment is or looks like is always unknown because it lies 
beyond the enabling horizons that open on to this possibility.    

Self-
transcendence is our fundamental nature, the freedom to redefine ourselves and our world, the 
capacity to “rehabituate” ourselves, inhabit a new world, re-world.   

5. Show how this immanent norm for judging human practices provides a way to guide us in how 
to pursue genuine therapy, education, and an ethical life that leads to reciprocity, mutual 
recognition, the Golden Rule.  Human experience is not just a drive toward survival but a drive 
toward meaningfulness and freedom to pursue fulfillment that has an immanent norm, a logic 
that is a basis for understanding the religious impulse that is most universally expressed in what 
is called the Golden Rule, seeing one’s basic nature in the other and treating them accordingly. 

 


