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Part 1. Background 

Global diagnosis: 

� two opposing force-fields in our times

a) The economy of the ‘swollen ego’

b) Wide ranging  searches for deeper forms of 

meaning and new forms of human 

connection
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Ad a) Main values of the swollen ego:

o Unlimited growth of consumptive possibilities

o Competition everywhere: be a winner, not a 

looser

o Moral indifference: the misfortune or suffering 

of others is their problem

� The economy  of the swollen ego manifests 

itself at three interconnected levels:

o The shaping of individual live plans 

o The strategies of interest groups, 

organizations and states

o The development of the human race, acting 

as a swollen ego at the planetary level 
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Central question of our times: is the economy of the 
swollen ego reaching its limits – economic, polititical, 
ecological – and if so, what could lie beyond those 
limits? 

Ad b) Searches for deeper forms of meaning 
and new forms of human connection:

o On a personal level, f.i. the ‘slow’ movement 

or quests for spiritual meaning 

o Within one’s social surroundings

o Around and within organisations: meaningful 

work, creating social value

� The clash between the economy of the 

swollen ego and searches for deeper forms 

of meaning makes itself felt with great 

urgency within organisations, especially 

within the domain of health care 
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� Within health care on the one hand 

dominance of technical expertise, 

consumerism and technological progress

� On the other hand unavoidable 

confrontations with the fragility of human 

bodies (and of human minds) and with 

finitude and death

� These confrontations involve ‘slow questions’

both in the existential domain (meanings of 

life) and in the moral domain (support, care, 

fidelity/loyalty of important others, versus 

indifference, lack of care and loyalty, being 

left alone)   

� Due to the combination of  ever new 

technical possibilities and respect for the 

autonomy of patients, slow questions have 

been more or less banished from the domain 

of health care 

� autonomy is reduced to ‘consumptive 

autonomy’:  rights take central stage and 

lack of control is hardly bearable, both for 

patients and for professionals 

� The effects of this development have been 

reinforced by the ongoing industrialisation of 

health care organisations and the 

concomitant objectification of  professional 

actions
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� Concrete forms of care are seen as products 

which can be taken apart into basic elements 

for which an exact price can be calculated

� Increase of efficiency is then reduced to the 

reduction of the costs necessary for the 

production of basic elements of care’

� In Dutch home care for instance five different 

classes of professional actions are specified 

and each of them is subdivided into concrete 

activities for which a specified amount of 

‘care-minutes’ is calculated

� As a consequence professionals and  clients 
get into trouble from two sides at once:

� Professionals loose influence on the 

organization and content of their own work

� Care is severely impoverished, especially 

with regard to the existential and moral 

questions connected with it for patients and 

professionals alike

� Bottom-up counter movements: ‘dignified 

care’, ‘person centered care’, ‘presence’ as 

core value for care givers 
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Part two : polarisation between  two logics      

1. The logic of the Lamp Poles

o geared to maximal visibility and transparency 

o The light is centrally monitored in view of vertical 

control 

o no limits to its technical improvability; nowadays 

increasingly digitalized and miniaturized in the form 

of scanners and scans (preferably ‘quick’) as 

symbols of quantifying objectification  

o This logic is valuable and completely indispensable, 

but unavoidably creates its own zones of darkness 

� Everything which cannot be objectified and 

quantified remains outside the light of the 

lamp poles  

� All processes and event that seem irrelevant 

when looking top-down remains in the dark 

�The logic of the lamp poles is 

characterised by an inherent myopia 

which remains invisible within  this 

logic itself
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� In this semi-darkness professionals and 
clients light up their own campfires  

o decentralized, emergent, temporary

o Stories and emotions instead of facts and 

analyses

o Both humor and sorrow, space for slow 

questions and human warmth

o Light and shadow: no necessity to reveal 

oneself, space for mysteriousness, 

wonderment, intimacy

o The camp fires lighten up faces and make 

them beautiful 

o Fed by ‘inner enlightenment’ and by cultural 

sources of inspiration and moral commitment

� In the light of the campfires what is really 

meaningfull can emerge, but this light also 

has its intrinsic limitations:

o This light mainly illuminates what is near and 

‘can be touched’, what is farther away 

remains outside the light  

o The campfires run the risk of ‘closing the 

circle’: warm and cosy, ‘our kind of people’, 

our stories, our shared experiences...
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Hypothesis:

� What we lack most in present day health are 

fruitfull connections between the logic of the 

lamp poles and the logic of the campfires

� This disconnection is based on the 

complementary of their specific form of 

myopia: 

� 'you do not see wat I see and I do not see

(or refuse to see) what you see'

Two blind spots in the logic of the lamp 
poles and the scanners:

a) Marginalizing and dismissal of the campfires and of 

the personal qualities and moral inspiration fed by 

their light

b) In most cases the lamp poles and scanners do not 

illuminate the struggle for and abuse of power, 

narcissism, jealousy and human indifference by and 

between the higher ranks of organisations

� The logic of the lamp poles also serves as a 

vehicle and instrument for the swollen ego, 

but the concomitant economic costs and 

inefficiency generally remain in the dark 
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� In the stories told at the campfires all that is 

going wrong at the level of human relations 

and all the concomitant suffering and 

inefficiency are voiced 

� However, these stories often remain stuck in 

frustrations, complaints and futile anger, or 

lead to apathy and withdrawal: “I cannot 

change the system, so I keep to my own 

small circle and just muddle through”

� Here a second source of waste, inefficiency 

and loss of quality in healthcare, in 

combination with and augmented by the 

inefficiency and waste due to stupid power 

games, narcissism and human indifference 

at higher levels

Part 3: WHAT TO DO? 

� Towards a new, Complex Enlightenment 
In the metaphors of the lamp poles and the 

campfires resonate two different cultural 

traditions (and practices) of Enlightenment:

o On the one  hand the tradition of Modern 

Enlightenment thinking and the values of 

scientific rationality, autonomy and technical 

control

o On the other hand diverse spiritual traditions 

concentrating on ‘inner enlightenment’ and 

on moral inspiration 
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� In modern societies these different traditions 

have become almost completely antagonistic

� However, we are not only reaching the limits 

of the Economy of the Swollen Ego but also 

urgently need sources of moral inspiration at 

the level of professional organisations, 

without giving up autonomy, scientific 

rationality and critique

� The Complex Enlightenment I dream about is 

geared to new connections and combinations 

between the logic of the lamp poles and the 

logic of the campfires at the level of 

professional organisations and professional 

expertise

� We already have before us instructive 
examples of such connections: 

� The outstanding professionals combining 

technical expertise with courage and moral 

commitment towards patients and collegues

� Really good managers at different levels, 

combining a broad vision and  the courage to 

look farther ahead with the ability to come 

respectfully closer and show something of 

their own hopes and vulnerabilities

� However: in most health organisations it is a 

matter of chance whether you are confronted 

with such 'multiple', 'complex' professionals 

and managers
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� In our society perspectives on reliable and 

effective knowledge and on professional 

expertise are not only heavily biased toward 

scientific forms of enlightenment and toward 

the logic of the lamp poles, but also relegate 

values and sources of moral inspiration to the 

domain of private opinions and subjective 

convictions

� However on the level of professional action in 

general and of professional action 

confronting human fragility and finitude in 

particular, moral values and sources of moral 

inspiration are no subjective supplement, but 

are co-constitutive of effective, efficient and 

caring professional action

� So we are in need of new articulations of 

knowledge and professional quality, not 

based on a hierachical polarisation between 

the two traditions of Enlighentenment, but on 

new fruitful connections between them               

� Here we can profit from new developments 

within the philosophy and sociology of 

science, especially the distinction between 

different modes of scientitic knowledge 

introduced by Gibbons, Nowotny and al. 
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� Two different modes of acquiring scientific 
knowledge

● Mode 1: 'academic', monodisciplinary, 

internal definition of goals and quality 

standards by the scientific community 

involved

● Mode 2: trying to solve practical problems, 

multi- and transdisciplinary and, most 

important, involving a plurality of 

stakeholders in the setting of goals and the 

negotiation of quality standards

● According to Gibbons c.s. Mode 2 allows for 

a democratisation of the development of 

scientific knowledge 

� However, in practice mode 2 knowledge 

practices are heavily dominated by 

commercial and political interests and 

contributions by other stakeholders are all too 

easily drawn into the 'economy of the swollen 

ego and the logic of the lamp poles

� Thus a more radical change is needed; it is 

this change which isd furthered by bottom up 

movements at the level of professional 

practices 

� Here new forms of knowledge develop, Mode 
3 knowledge, fed by the stories around the 

campfires but focussed on more adequate 

forms of professional action, combining mode 

1 and mode 3 at the level of mode 2
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� Here lies in my eyes the great importance of 

this conference and of all the new initiatives 

and insights shared these three days:

� In the contribution to a new, complex form of 

Enlightment, combining sources of moral 

inspiration and personal development with 

modern rationality, in view of better,more 

humane and more rewarding professional 

practices

� These efforts are not only of prime 

importance for present day health care, but 

also point beyond the economy of the 

swollen ego and thus could have a far 

reaching social significance: health care as a 

laboratory for a more meaningful life.... 

Vragen/suggesties ?

hk@uvh.nl


