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Leisure
A Human Right

James B. Wise

Abstract: This article articulates a strong rationale for identifying leisure as a human right. 
The rationale begins by describing a moral vision in which leisure is a primary and crucial 
contributor to flourishing, the telos or life-goal of human beings. The relationship between 
the two constructs, specifically that leisure is necessary for flourishing to occur, justifies 
designating leisure as a right. Additionally, justice and phronesis are explored because the 
two virtues play important roles in protecting and promoting people’s enjoyment of lei-
sure. The article concludes by formally calling upon the therapeutic recreation profession 
to serve as a just institution with a focus on ensuring all people enjoy their entitlement to 
leisure.  
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Never one to mince words, Char-
lie Sylvester (2011) emphatically stated, 
“Unfortunately, with the exception of 
Hemingway’s (1987) trenchant argu-
ment for distributive justice and Sylves-
ter’s (1992) defense of the right to leisure, 
discourse on social justice and therapeu-
tic recreation has risen to no more than 
a whisper” (p. 92). The primary goal of 
this manuscript is to raise the volume 
of discourse by reporting the findings 
of a philosophical investigation into the 
designation of leisure as a human right 
where the status is granted due to lei-
sure’s contributory relationship with hu-
man flourishing. The secondary goal is 
to stimulate further discussion concern-
ing therapeutic recreation’s responsibility 
for securing social justice for people who 
have been historically denied full access 
to society’s benefits. 

Accomplishing both goals requires 
completing several tasks. First, human 
rights and their relationship to moral vi-
sions of human potentiality are briefly 
described (Donnelly, 1985, 2013). Sec-
ond, correlated conceptualizations of hu-
man flourishing and leisure are outlined 
(Sylvester, 2007, 2009; Wise, 2010, 2013, 
2014a & b). Then, leisure is intimately 
linked to human flourishing and formally 
recognized as a human right because it 
is deemed essential in order to flourish 
(MacIntyre, 1988, 1991). Next, the roles 
played by the virtues of justice and phro-
nesis in protecting and promoting human 
rights are explored (MacIntyre, 1988). 
Finally, the therapeutic recreation (TR) 
profession is called to accept responsibil-
ity for ensuring people, especially indi-
viduals who experience disabilities, ill-
nesses, and limiting conditions, actively 
exercise and enjoy the right to leisure and 
thus progress toward human flourishing, 
the ultimate goal of TR (Sylvester, 1992; 
Wise, 2014a).

Human Rights 
Human rights, privileges every per-

son is entitled to simply for being a hu-
man being, stipulate conditions that 
enable people to live lives of worth and 
dignity (Cranston, 1973; Donnelly, 1985, 
2013; Freeman, 2011; Sylvester, 1992). 
The contemporary notion of human 
rights largely arose from events occurring 
during and immediately after the Second 
World War (Freeman, 2011). One key 
event was formation of the United Na-
tions (UN), an organization devoted to 
protecting and promoting human rights. 
This aim is clearly reflected in a number 
of UN authored documents including the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(n.d.b) adopted in 1948 and the Inter-
national Covenant on Economic, Social, 
and Cultural Rights (n.d.a) adopted in 
1966. It is believed publically published 
and endorsed enumerations increase the 
probability entitlements such as leisure 
are recognized, respected, and protected 
by governments which in turn decreases 
the probability of atrocities being com-
mitted against humankind like those 
perpetrated by the Nazis. While inclusion 
of people with disabilities was implied in 
the aforementioned documents, human 
rights were recently extended to explic-
itly include people with disabilities with 
adoption of the Convention of the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities in 2006 (Unit-
ed Nations, 2006). 

Spurred by the establishment and 
accomplishments of the United Nations, 
the World Leisure Organization (com-
monly referred to as World Leisure or 
WL) was formed in 1956 to advance lei-
sure as a human right (Edginton, 2013). 
One method of advancement is publish-
ing public statements on leisure. Key 
statements issued over the years include: 
1) the Charter for Leisure (World Leisure, 
2000), which unambiguously declares 
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leisure is a fundamental human right; 2) 
the Sao Paulo Declaration (World Leisure 
and Recreation Association, 1998), which 
reaffirms the importance of leisure in an 
increasingly globalized world; 3) the Que-
bec Declaration (World Leisure, 2008), 
which acknowledges leisure’s role in the 
development of inclusive, democratic 
communities; and 4) the International 
Position Statement on Leisure Education 
and Populations of Special Needs (World 
Leisure and Recreation Association, 
2001), which notes people with disabili-
ties have a right to leisure.

In addition, WL conducts research, 
disseminates relevant data, provides 
technical assistance, sponsors informa-
tion exchange forums, and advocates for 
conditions conducive to experiencing lei-
sure (Edginton, 2013). More specifically, 
with respect to advocacy, WL calls on in-
dividuals, institutions, communities, and 
governments to take actions such as en-
acting proactive legislation and policies, 
respecting diverse ways of living, cham-
pioning supportive programs and organi-
zations, and educating society about the 
value of leisure.

Though a ubiquitous term in today’s 
political, humanitarian, and social re-
form conversations, the concept of hu-
man rights is controversial. Intuitively, 
simply reflecting upon the term’s exten-
sive usage over the past seven decades, it 
would be reasonable to assume signifi-
cant agreement exists regarding the con-
cept’s foundation. However, there is only 
one certainty about human rights and 
that is there is little agreement regarding 
its philosophical foundations (Freeman, 
1994). The lack of agreement is unmis-
takably captured in statements uttered 
by two recognized topical authorities. 
Freeman clearly expressed the state of 
affairs when he observed “there are no 
uncontested philosophical foundations 
of human rights” (p. 511), an observa-

tion echoed by Donnelly (2013) who said 
“there is no strong foundation for human 
rights—or, what amounts to the same 
thing, there are multiple, often inconsis-
tent ‘foundations’” (p. 21). 

Some people may eschew the idea 
of human rights because it lacks a clear 
underpinning, but this article addresses 
the issue by building a solid foundation. 
The basis for the foundation is a Ma-
cIntyrian explanation of human rights. 
MacIntyre (1991), a contemporary moral 
philosopher, strongly denies that human 
rights exist as self-evident, impersonal, 
objective standards independent of the 
“desires, preferences, and wills” (p. 97) of 
those who propose the rights. This denial 
contrasts sharply with the view of rights 
many of us are familiar with, the view es-
poused by the authors of the Declaration 
of Independence who boldly proclaimed 
that rights are self-evident and therefore 
need no additional explanation or sup-
port. According to MacIntyre (2007), hu-
man rights are created and “always have 
a highly specific and socially local char-
acter, and that the existence of particular 
types of social institution or practice is a 
necessary condition for the notion of a 
claim to possession of a right” (p. 67). 

One of those contemporary social in-
stitutions or practices is philosophy and a 
product of philosophy relevant to this dis-
cussion is a moral vision (Donnelly, 1985, 
2013). A moral vision describes the kind 
of lives people ought to live as human 
beings and specifies essential elements 
or goods of such a life (MacIntyre, 1991, 
2008). From “a particular moral vision of 
human potentiality” (Donnelly, 1985, p. 
31) specific human rights are identified 
and justified (MacIntyre, 1991, 2008). To 
stipulate a right is to recognize and honor 
the essential role a good plays in realizing 
the vision. Thus, rights are entitlements 
to goods judged to be necessary in order 
to actualize one’s potential or to flourish 
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as a person (Cranston, 1973; Donnelly, 
1985; Freeman, 2011; Sager, 2013; Sylves-
ter, 1992). Ensuring access to and enjoy-
ment of the goods are the morally right 
things to do. Conversely, denying access 
to or enjoyment of the goods are immoral 
actions because they prevent attainment 
of the good life and full humanity. 

Human Flourishing
Wise (2010, 2014a) recently intro-

duced the TR profession to a moral vision 
in which leisure plays a central and ex-
tremely important role. The vision, based 
upon the works of MacIntyre (1999, 
2007), begins with the premise that the 
telos or final end of human beings is a 
state called flourishing, which means to 
develop the distinctive power possessed 
by members of a species. For human be-
ings, the distinctive power is the capac-
ity to reason (MacIntyre, 1999). Unlike 
many other philosophers, MacIntyre 
views reasoning as a continuum rather 
than as a dichotomous variable. This view 
accommodates people with severe cogni-
tive impairments and considers them ca-
pable of flourishing (Wise, 2014a).

Development of one’s reasoning abil-
ity is impacted by an inherent aspect of 
the human condition long recognized 
by the TR profession: dependency (Ma-
cIntyre, 1999). People learn how to rea-
son by watching others reason; having 
others teach them how to reason; and 
receiving feedback on their reasoning 
performances. Dependency also affects 
other aspects of life. People rely upon one 
another for many things including nour-
ishment, protection, comfort and care. 
This reliance is present throughout the 
lifespan but more apparent when people 
are very young, very old, and experience 
disabilities, illnesses, and limiting condi-
tions. Because dependency is a key char-
acteristic of being human, it should come 
as no surprise to learn flourishing is an 

interdependent endeavor. A person relies 
on the contributions of other people, in-
cluding people with disabilities, illnesses, 
and limiting conditions, in order for him/
her to flourish and he/she must contrib-
ute to the flourishing of other people. 

Reflecting the dependency in hu-
man life, MacIntyre’s (2007) theory has a 
significant sociological component com-
posed of five elements: practice, narrative, 
telos, tradition, and virtue. Each com-
ponent is briefly described here though 
readers are encouraged to peruse a more 
in-depth explanation of the theory and 
individual elements provided elsewhere 
(Wise, 2014a). 

Practice. Practices are at the heart of 
flourishing. A practice is defined as 

…any coherent and complex 
form of socially established 
cooperative human activity 
through which goods internal to 
that form of activity are realized 
in the course of trying to achieve 
those standards of excellence 
which are appropriate to, and 
partially definitive of, that form 
of activity, with the result that 
human powers to achieve excel-
lence, and human conceptions 
of the ends and goods involved, 
are systematically extended. 
(MacIntyre, 2007, p. 187)

Examples of practices include many lei-
sure activities such as hockey and on-line, 
multiplayer video games; the different 
roles people inhabit such as mother, son, 
and supervisor; and professions such as 
recreation programming and therapeu-
tic recreation. People excel when they 
achieve technical and ethical standards 
established by experts in practices. In 
other words, people must cultivate and 
display moral habits in addition to req-
uisite physical and mental skills. Excel-
ling leads to attainment of internal goods 
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such as improved health and functioning, 
friendships with other participants, and 
satisfaction from performing well. These 
goods, available to everyone who excels 
in a practice, enrich the lives of practitio-
ners. 

Narrative. Practice-related experi-
ences are woven together to create a co-
herent, unified narrative or life story (Ma-
cIntyre, 2007). A narrative links discrete, 
seemingly disparate events together in a 
meaningful way that helps a person ex-
plain who she is, what she likes to do, and 
what matters most. Imagine a sled hockey 
player with double above the knee ampu-
tations asked to describe herself. Almost 
certainly, very soon into the description, 
she will talk about her hockey experienc-
es. Sharing her narrative with others and 
periodically reflecting upon its’ contents 
leads to the formation of a personal iden-
tity as a sled hockey player and elucidates 
her passion for hockey. 

A narrative also provides a context 
for a person’s actions. Envision walking 
into a gymnasium one day and noticing 
the hockey player pulling a weighted sled 
attached to her wheelchair. If you did 
not know the woman, you would prob-
ably wonder what she was doing and why. 
However, if you knew her narrative, her 
actions would make sense as you recog-
nized she was performing weighted sled 
pulls to increase the explosive power of 
her arms and improve her hockey perfor-
mance. 

Telos. When people review their nar-
ratives they become more aware of what 
matters most to them. This self-review 
leads to the formulation of a telos or life-
goal (MacIntyre, 2007), which furnishes 
people’s lives with purpose, meaning, 
and direction. Continuing with the sled 
hockey player, through reflecting upon 
and sharing her narrative with other peo-
ple, the woman realizes she has a strong 
desire to play hockey at the highest level. 

Thus, she decides to pursue a spot on the 
national women’s sled hockey team. Striv-
ing to achieve her telos supplies her with 
a reason to get out of bed in the morning, 
endure long, grueling, training sessions, 
and persevere when setbacks occur. Her 
life is meaningful because she excels at 
a leisure practice and reaps the internal 
goods of that practice such as the com-
radery of fellow practitioners. Finally, 
the overarching goal guides her behav-
iors. For example, whether or not she 
undertakes strength training, attends an 
advance sled hockey techniques camp, or 
seeks out the services of a sport psycholo-
gist, will partially depend on whether or 
not the specific behavior propels her to-
ward achieving her telos.

Tradition. Practices and narratives 
occur against the backdrop of traditions 
(MacIntyre, 2007). Traditions are the ex-
tended histories surrounding each person 
and practice. “A practice is …. embedded 
in and made intelligible in terms of the 
larger and longer history of the tradition 
through which the practice in its present 
form was conveyed to us” (MacIntyre, 
2007, pp. 222–223). Capitalism, democ-
racy, and the horrific account of how 
people with mental illnesses have been 
treated over the centuries are examples of 
traditions.  

The hypothetical female sled hockey 
player with double above the knee ampu-
tations is influenced to some degree by a 
multitude of traditions including the gen-
eral histories of people with disabilities 
(Carter & Van Andel, 2011), health care, 
gender, and adaptive sport. The practices 
in which she participates also have tradi-
tions. Though a relatively young practice, 
sled hockey does have its own tradition 
(USA Hockey, 2013) and is embedded in 
the broader tradition associated with ice 
hockey (The People History, 2004).

Virtues. Virtues bind all of the so-
ciological elements together. Virtues are 
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those habits people cultivate and exer-
cise in order to excel in practices, author 
personal narratives, pursue teloi, and 
negotiate traditions. The distinct virtues 
people cultivate depend upon their teloi, 
the practices they strive to excel in, the 
type of narratives they wish to author 
(Smith & Sparkes, 2005), and the tradi-
tions of which they are a part. However, 
honesty, justice, and courage have been 
identified as requisite virtues for flour-
ishing (MacIntyre, 2007). Members of 
a practice must be truthful about their 
performances, fair in their dealings with 
other participants, and do the right thing 
even when doing so may lead to physical 
or existential harm. To conclude the sled 
hockey example, ice hockey players are 
required to exhibit numerous virtues in-
cluding loyalty, duty respect, selfless ser-
vice, integrity, dignity, teamwork, sports-
manship, discipline, and playing for fun 
(Lewinson & Palma, 2012). 

Leisure
Leisure has been conceptualized in 

terms of a MacIntyrian practice (Sylves-
ter, 2007; Wise, 2013, 2014b). According 
to this perspective, there are two internal 
goods common to all individual leisure 
practices: community and freedom (Syl-
vester, 2007). Practitioners of a leisure 
practice compose a community whose 
members contribute to one another’s 
flourishing as well as to the flourishing 
of people who are not members. Flour-
ishing among members results when 
they help each other become rational be-
ings, navigate times of dependency, and 
excel in the practice (MacIntyre, 1999). 
Flourishing is extended to non-members 
when members deliberate and act upon 
questions such as “how could this prac-
tice be revised so a wider range of people 
can participate including those who have 
been typically denied access” and “what 

can be done so the practice contributes 
even more to the flourishing of practi-
tioners and non-practitioners, especially 
people who have been traditionally mar-
ginalized?” (Wise, 2013, 2014b) 

Freedom is related to community. 
Leisure practices evolve as people gain 
more comprehensive understandings of 
interrelated concepts such as community, 
freedom, human nature and flourishing 
(Wise, 2013, 2014b). Members of lei-
sure practices or communities are free to 
shape the changes in practices by collab-
orating to define what it means to excel 
within particular practices and as human 
beings, determine internal goods of the 
practices, and alter technical and ethi-
cal standards to reflect the competencies 
of practitioners. Through collaboration, 
participants become more aware of their 
personal teloi, competencies, beliefs, and 
values which in turn frees them to pursue 
authentic leisure practices, prime con-
tributors to human flourishing (Water-
man, 1990, 1993). 

Accessing the internal goods of com-
munity and freedom demands that par-
ticipants behave ethically. Leisure practi-
tioners, in addition to cultivating honesty, 
justice, and courageousness, must also 
develop playfulness, respect, disinterest-
edness (i.e., intrinsically motivated), and 
phronesis, which means knowing what 
virtue(s) to apply in a specific situation 
(MacIntyre, 1988, 1999, 2007; Sylvester, 
2007). 

A MacIntyrian-based conception of 
leisure is an indispensable factor of hu-
man flourishing. This distinctive view of 
leisure, founded on virtuous behavior, 
active inclusivity of traditionally margin-
alized peoples, and the internal goods of 
community and freedom enables people 
with different interests, abilities, and skills 
to choose from a broad array of routes to 
flourishing (Wise, 2013, 2014a & b).
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Designating Leisure as a Human Right
A moral vision describes a particu-

lar conception of the good life and con-
stituent factors. Factors judged vital for 
achievement of the good life are endowed 
with the status of human right (Cranston, 
1973; Donnelly, 1985; Freeman, 2011; Syl-
vester, 1992). In the present moral vision, 
leisure is crucial for human flourishing 
so it qualifies as a human right, a conclu-
sion supported by Sager (2013) who an-
nounced, “the objection that leisure lacks 
the level of importance to qualify as a hu-
man right is mistaken if it is essential for 
human flourishing” (p. 12).

The instrumental connection be-
tween the two constructs was established 
in ancient Greece by Aristotle who said 
“happiness [flourishing] is thought to 
depend on leisure; for we are busy that 
we may have leisure” (Nicomachean Eth-
ics, 1177b, 4–6). Since then, philosophers 
have continued to ascertain leisure as 
a principal and essential component of 
flourishing since it is through leisure 
that people realize their human nature; 
to actualize their potential. For instance, 
Pieper (1964) believed people become 
wholly human during leisure by utiliz-
ing their ability to reason to learn about 
the essences of things. Sylvester (1987), a 
contemporary TR philosopher, declared 
“we require leisure in order to be fully 
authentic” (p. 82). This declaration was 
confirmed by O’Keefe (2005), another 
contemporary TR philosopher, who said, 
“leisure is the freedom to become our true 
selves” (p. 79). More recently, multiple 
authors from the field of therapeutic rec-
reation have supplemented philosophical 
arguments with empirical evidence that 
convincingly demonstrates the validity 
of the relationship (Anderson & Heyne, 
2012; Carruthers & Hood, 2007; Heyne 
& Anderson, 2012; Hood & Carruthers, 
2007; Wise, 2010, 2013, 2014a & b).

Virtues of Justice and Phronesis
The two virtues, justice and phro-

nesis, are integral to the structure of the 
present moral vision. Justice is highlight-
ed because of the social nature of leisure 
practices and human flourishing and ph-
ronesis because of the part it plays in ad-
vancing justice. 

Justice. Justice focuses on what is 
owed to other people. Aquinas, more 
than 750 years ago, penned “justice is a 
habit whereby a man renders to each one 
his due” and “the proper matter of justice 
consists of those things that belong to 
our intercourse with other men” (Summa 
Theologica II-II, Q58, A1). Acting justly 
may sound undemanding, but in reality it 
can be difficult and requires wisdom. Ar-
istotle, who is credited with developing 
an extensive conception of justice ema-
nating from a theory of human flourish-
ing, said “to know what is just and what is 
unjust requires, men think, no great wis-
dom…but how actions must be done and 
distributions effected in order to be just, 
to know this is a great achievement” (NE, 
1137a, 9–13). In addition, he understood 
the importance of justice within the over-
all catalog of virtues due to its emphasis 
on social interactions. “Justice is often 
thought to be the greatest of virtues, and 
‘neither evening nor morning star’ is so 
wonderful” (NE 1129b, 26-28) and “the 
highest kinds of it [virtue] must be those 
which are most useful to others, and for 
this reason men honour most the just…
since…justice [is useful to others] both in 
war and in peace” (Rhetoric 1366b, 3–6). 

The virtue of justice, as understood 
by Aristotle, Aquinas, and MacIntyre, is 
embedded within and derives direction 
from a teleological-based conception 
of the good life or human flourishing 
(MacIntyre, 1988, 1991, 2007). This ar-
rangement was noted by Aristotle, “we 
call those acts just that tend to produce 
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and preserve happiness [flourishing] and 
its components” (NE 1129b, 17–20) and 
affirmed by Aquinas, “justice is a special 
virtue in respect of its essence, in so far as 
it regards the common good [elements of 
flourishing] as its proper object” (ST II-II, 
Q58, A6). Briefly, goods contributing to 
flourishing are identified and organized 
into a hierarchy according their level of 
contribution (McIntyre, 2007). Goods 
deemed essential for flourishing rise 
to the top of the hierarchy (i.e., human 
rights) and justice requires that people 
have access to those goods which, in this 
case, include leisure (Sylvester, 1992). 

Thinkers over the millennia such as 
Aristotle have maintained that just societ-
ies exist to foster human flourishing (Pol-
itics, 1252b) and do so by providing in-
habitants with goods required to live well 
(Pol, 1332a). This relationship between a 
society, individual members, and requi-
site common goods is termed distributive 
justice (ST II-II, Q61, A1; Hemingway, 
1987; MacIntyre, 1988). In a distributive-
ly just society, goods, fundamental to liv-
ing well, are disseminated proportionally 
and in accordance with what each person 
merits due to his/her status as a human 
being. Such a society is characterized by 
an environment where there is a shared 
conception of flourishing because justice 
and phronesis are guided by a telos. In 
addition, all people, including those with 
disabilities, illnesses, and limiting condi-
tions, who inhabit a just society have op-
portunities to partake in a multitude of 
leisure practices (Sager, 2013) where flex-
ible standards (e.g., two rather than one 
bounce of the ball in wheelchair tennis), 
readily available adaptive equipment, and 
accessible facilities are the norm.  

Phronesis. The second virtue is ph-
ronesis. Phronesis or practical rational-
ity is the “exercise of a capacity to apply 
truths about what it is good for such and 

such a type of person or for persons as 
such to do generally and in certain types 
of situations to oneself on particular oc-
casions” (MacIntyre, 1988, p. 115). The 
capacity is developed and honed with ex-
perience over time.

Phronesis is closely related to jus-
tice. MacIntyre (1988) believes “justice 
is a precondition of practical rational-
ity” (p. 129); one cannot exercise practi-
cal rationality without being just. Before 
people can reason what is just in a spe-
cific situation, they have to know what 
justice, in general, demands. According 
to the present conception of flourishing, 
justice entails guaranteeing enjoyment 
of goods and conditions such as leisure 
that are necessary to flourish. Grounded 
on this understanding, the virtue of ph-
ronesis is applied to establish if pursuing 
a leisure practice is warranted for a given 
situation, and if so, what specific leisure 
practice(s) should be pursued. 

As with justice, a telos guides phro-
nesis. Broadly speaking, an individual 
rationalizes participation in a certain lei-
sure practice in a certain situation is just 
because doing so contributes to his/her 
flourishing and the flourishing of other 
people. Rationalizing involves multiple 
steps consisting of discerning features 
of the situation relevant for arriving at a 
morally right decision, ascertaining the 
good(s) to be sought, establishing a con-
nection between the good(s) and his/
her telos, identifying one or more leisure 
practices that include the ascertained 
good(s) as an internal good, and finally, 
stemming from the collected informa-
tion, acting rightly by participating in 
an identified leisure practice (MacIntyre, 
1988). 

To illustrate, consider the admit-
tedly very simplistic example of a family 
deciding what to do on a fall Saturday 
afternoon. From the father’s perspec-
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tive, he would like to improve family co-
hesiveness, a good which contributes to 
the achievement of his telos of being a 
good husband/father and the flourishing 
of the other family members. He knows 
the entire family likes to hike moderately 
difficult trails; there is a state park nearby 
with many miles of moderately difficult 
trails; hiking improves his family’s co-
hesiveness; none of the family members 
have obligations for the rest of the day; 
everyone expressed a desire to hike when 
asked earlier in the day; and the forecast 
calls for continued fair weather. There-
fore, according to phronesis, hiking is a 
just action in this specific situation. The 
family spends the afternoon hiking at the 
park and participates in meaningful con-
versation while doing so. In summary, the 
experience contributes to the flourishing 
of all family members due to the internal 
good of family cohesiveness. 

Connections with TR Literature
The ideas and linkages among the 

concepts presented in this article are re-
flected in multiple TR related texts. Three 
specific works are offered as illustrations. 
First, Paul Haun (1994), throughout his 
compilation of papers published under 
the cover Recreation: A Medical View-
point, repeatedly points out leisure for 
leisure’s sake is TR’s contribution to pa-
tients’ treatments. From Haun’s perspec-
tive, leisure is not clinical in nature mean-
ing it is not aimed at healing a disease or 
condition, rather it is aimed at promot-
ing people’s development and growth as 
human beings. Participating in leisure 
practices draws and builds upon personal 
strengths which leads to patients finding 
meaning in their present circumstances 
and imbuing their lives with purpose. 
Leisure complements traditional medical 
therapies because lives of meaning and 
purpose furnish patients with reasons to 
undergo and complete treatment.

The second work, the first chapter 
in the book Therapeutic Recreation Pro-
gramming: Theory and Practice (Sylvester, 
Voelkl, & Ellis, 2001), spells out a justifi-
cation for recognizing leisure as the foun-
dation of therapeutic recreation. Similar 
to Haun, Sylvester et al. claim leisure is 
not clinical, but it does enhance people’s 
well-being (flourishing). The authors’ 
justification also contends all people have 
a right to leisure because leisure helps 
people find meaning in their lives and 
circumstances, create positive self-identi-
ties, become valued and active members 
of their communities, address environ-
mentally situated barriers, and experi-
ence freedom.

The final work offered as an illustra-
tion is the Aristotelian Good Life Model 
(Widmer & Ellis, 1998), a practice model 
that takes the telos of TR as human flour-
ishing and leisure as a requisite compo-
nent of flourishing. According to the 
model, therapeutic recreation specialists 
(TRS) strive to assist people in overcom-
ing personal and environmental con-
straints to flourishing. Also, due to the 
ethical nature of TR services, both TRS 
and people receiving TR services must 
behave virtuously. When they do both 
groups experience greater freedom and a 
stronger sense of community.

TR—A Call to Act 
Declaring leisure is a human right is 

not a novel assertion; in fact, the procla-
mation is found in multiple international 
documents including the Charter for 
Leisure (World Leisure, 2000), Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (United Na-
tions, n.d.b) and Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities (United Na-
tions, 2006).  Nor is the statement novel 
in therapeutic recreation. The National 
Therapeutic Recreation Society’s orga-
nizational vision was, in part, advanc-
ing the belief that leisure is a basic right 
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for all people including people with dis-
abilities, illnesses, and limiting condi-
tions (National Recreation and Park As-
sociation, 2005). However, unlike those 
proclamations, the conclusion reached 
in this article is solidly validated due to 
leisure’s inextricable association with hu-
man flourishing (MacIntyre, 1991, 2008). 
Since leisure is essential for people to 
flourish, it is just and morally right to pro-
vide ample opportunities for all people to 
participate in a range of leisure practices. 
Conversely, preventing or hindering peo-
ple from engaging in leisure practices is 
immoral because it stunts their personal 
growth which in turn deprives society of 
the contributions they may have made if 
they had fully developed (Hemingway, 
1987). This situation is especially trouble-
some when one takes into account the 
interdependent nature of flourishing; 
stunting the moral growth of one person 
stunts the moral growth of other people. 

The importance of leisure to flour-
ishing has been clearly articulated but the 
manner of ensuring access to and enjoy-
ment of the right to leisure has yet to be 
resolved. A first step toward resolving 
the situation is a formal call for the TR 
profession to serve as a just institution 
(Donnelly, 1985) with a focus on leisure 
(Hemingway, 1987). Accepting the call to 
better society by meeting the social need 
for leisure so people can live the good life 
is advocated by a number of profession-
als (Hemingway, 1987; Sylvester, 2002, 
2005). In particular, Sylvester (1992) 
asserted “the right to leisure… [is] the 
morally correct purpose of therapeutic 
recreation” (p. 19). This assertion is very 
pertinent since the profession serves peo-
ple “who are in one fashion or another 
unable to take full enjoyment in the dis-
tribution of society’s benefits” (Heming-
way, p. 12).

This article concludes by urging the 
TR profession to take two actions to en-

sure individuals who experience disabili-
ties, illnesses, and limiting conditions, 
exercise and enjoy their right to leisure, 
and therefore, progress toward a state 
of flourishing. The first action is joining 
forces with the World Leisure Organiza-
tion to protect and advance the human 
right to leisure. Collaborating amplifies 
the efforts of both entities by increasing 
the number of people advocating for the 
cause, and broadening the targeted audi-
ence. TRS can initiate collaboration sim-
ply by attending information exchange 
forums hosted by WL, and conducting 
research on leisure and human flourish-
ing, disseminating their findings via the 
WL’s peer reviewed publication World 
Leisure Journal. Eventually, cooperation 
between the two entities can become 
more formalized. For instance, profes-
sional TR organizations such as the 
American Therapeutic Recreation Asso-
ciation can co-author public statements 
with WL to expand leisure opportunities 
and promote involvement of people with 
disabilities in leisure practices.

The second action is integrating eth-
ics into the profession (Widmer & Ellis, 
1998). This action is vital because virtu-
ous practitioners are just and employ ph-
ronesis while protecting and advancing 
people’s right to leisure. A starting point 
for turning TR into a full-fledged, virtue-
based practice is Sylvester’s (2009) article 
in which he eloquently argues TR can be-
come a MacIntyrian practice due to the 
ethical nature of its services. But, for the 
goal to become reality, services must be 
delivered by practitioners of good charac-
ter. Fortunately, to an extent, good char-
acter can be taught. Effective teaching 
begins with “discovering a set of virtues 
best suited for achieving excellence in the 
practice of therapeutic recreation” (Syl-
vester, 2009, p. 22). Then, the virtues are 
clearly defined, described, and cataloged. 
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Next, a curriculum to teach the virtues is 
designed and validated. Finally, the cur-
riculum is implemented with current 
practitioners and students completing 
TR degrees. 

Answering the call to serve as a just 
institution and undertaking the concomi-
tant actions are daunting tasks. However, 
making certain all people enjoy the right 
to leisure is important enough to demand 
we accept the call as our moral impera-
tive.   
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