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Introduction 

This book deals with the pragmatic (behavioral) effects of human 
communication, with special attention to behavior disorders. At a 
time when not even the grammatical and syntactic codes of verbal 
communication have been formalized and there is increasing skepti
cism about the possibility of casting the semantics of human com
munication into a comprehensive framework, any attempt at sys
tematizing its pragmatics must seem to be evidence of ignorance or 
of presumption. If, at the present state of knowledge, thete does 
not even exist an adequate explanation for the acquisition of natu
rallanguage, how much more remote is the hope of abstracting the 
formal relations between communication and behavior? 

On the other hand. it is obvious that communication is a conditio 
sine qua non of human life and social order. It is equally obvious 
that from the beginning of his existence a human being is involved 
in the complex process of acquiring the rules of communication, 
with only minimal awareness of what this body of rules, this 
calculus of human communication. consists of. 

This book will not go much beyond that minimal awareness. It 
does not claim to be more than an attempt at model building and 
a presentation of some facts that appear to support such a model. 
The pragmatics of human communication is a science in its in
fancy, barely able to read and write its own name, and is far from 
having evolved a consistent language of its own. Particularly, its 
integration with many other fields of scientific endeavor is a thing 
of the future. However, with hope of such future integration, this 
book addresses itself to workers in all those fields where problems 
of systemic interaction in the widest sense are encountered. 

It may be argued that this book ignores important studies that 
are directly related to its subject matter. The paucity of explicit 
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PRAGMATICS OF HUMAN COMMUNICATION 

references to nonverbal communication may be one such criticism, 
the lack of reference to general semantics another. But this book 
cannot be more than an introduction to the pragmatics of human 
communication (an area that so far has received conspicuously .. 
little attention) and cannot, therefore, point to all the existing 
affinities to other fields of research without becoming encyclopedic 
in the bad sense of the term. For the same reason a limitation had 
to be imposed on references to numerous other works on the theory 
of human communication, especially when such works limit them
selves to the study of communication as a one-way phenomenon 
(from speaker to listener) and stop short of looking at communica
tion as an interaction process. 

The interdisciplinary implications of the subject matter are re
Hected in the manner of its presentation. Examples and analogies 
were chosen from as wide a range of subjects as seemed applicable, 
although predominance remained in the field of psychopathology. 
Especially where mathematics was invoked for analogy, it should be 
clearly understood that it was used only as a language which is 
eminently suited for the expression of intricate relationships, and 
that its use was not meant to imply that we felt our data are ready 
for quantification. Conversely, the rather liberal use of examples 
taken from literature may seem scientifically objectionable to many 
readers, for to prove something by reference to the figments of 
artistic imagination may seem poor proof indeed. However, not 
proof but illustration and elucidation of a theoretical point by 
presentation in a more readily understandable language is intended 
by these quotations from literature; it is not implied that they 
prove anything in and by themselves. In short, these examples and 
analogies, then, are definition models and not predictive (assertive) 
models. 

At various points in this book basic concepts from a variety of 
other fields require definitions which to any expert in that particu
lar field will be unnecessary. To forewarn him, but also for the 
convenience of the general reader, a brief outline of the chapters 
and their sections is given. 

Chapter I attempts to draw the frame of reference. It introduces 

14 



INTRODUCTION 

basic notions such as function (s. 1.2 1), information and feedback 
(s. 1.3), and redundancy (s. 1.4), and postulates the existence of an 
as yet unformalized code, a calculus (s. 1.5) of human communica
tion whose rules are observed in successful communication but 
which are broken when communication is disturbed. 

Chapter .2 defines some of the axioms of this hypothetical calcu
lus. while the potential pathologies implied by these axioms are 
examined in Chapter 3. 

Chapter 4 extends this theory of communication to the organiza
tional or structural level, based on a model of human relationships 
as systems: thus most of the chapter is devoted to discussion and 
application of General Systems principles. 

Chapter 5 is pure exemplification of the systems material, in
tended to give some life and specificity to this theory, which is, 
after all, concerned with the immediate effects of hu~an beings on 
each other. 

Chapter 6 deals with the behavioral effects of paradox. This 
requires a definition of the concept (s. 6.1, 6.2, and 6.3), which can 
be omitted by the reader acquainted with the literature on antino
mies and especially the Russellian paradox. Section 6.4 introduces 
the less well known concept of pragmatic paradoxes, especially the 
Double Bind theory and its contribution to the understanding of 
schizophrenic communication. 

Chapter 7 is devoted to the therapeutic effects of paradox. Except 
for the theoretical considerations in s. 7.1 and 7.2, this chapter was 
written especially with a view toward the clinical application of 
paradoxical patterns of communication. The chapter concludes 
with a brief excursion into the role of paradox in play, humor, 
and creativity (s. 7.6). 

An Epilogue dealing with man's communication with reality in 
the wider sense does not claim to be more than an outlook. It 
postulates that an order, analogous to the level structure of Logical 
Types, pervades human awareness of existence and determines the 

1 The decimal subdivision of chapters was introduced not to confuse or im
press the reader, but to indicate clearly the organizational structure of a chapter 
and to facilitate cross references within the book. 
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PRAGMATICS OF HUMAN COMMUNICATION 

ultimate knowability of his universe. 
As the manuscript was being critically evaluated by a variety of 

experts from psychiatrists and biologists to electrical engineers, it 
became apparent that any given section might be considered prim~. 
tive by one and too specialized by another. Similarly, the inclusioIl. 
of definitions-either in the text or as footnotes-might be consid
ered offensively patronizing to someone for whom the tenn is part 
of his everyday professional language, while to a general reader the 
lack of definitions often seemed to have the annoying implication 
that "If you don't know what that means, we cannot be bothered 
to tell you." It was therefore decided to include, at the end of the 
book, a glossary that contains only those terms not available in 
ordinary dictionaries and not defined in the text. (The location of 
definitions given in the text can be found in the index, where the 
page numbers are set in bold type.) 

The authors want to express their thanks to the many persons 
who read all or parts of the manuscript and provided help, en
couragement, and advice, especially to Paul S. Achilles, Ph.D., John 
H. Weakland, M.A., Carlos E. Sluzki, M.D., A. Russell Lee, M.D., 
Richard Fisch, M.D., and Arthur Bodin, Ph.D., all colleagues of 
ours at the Mental Research Institute; Albert E. Scheflen, M.D., 
Eastern Pennsylvania Psychiatric Institute and Temple University 
School of Medicine; Karl H. Pribram, M.D., Ralph I. Jacobs, M.D., 
and William C. Dement, M.D., of the Stanford University School 
of Medicine; Henry Longley, B.S.E.E., Project Engineer, Western 
Development Laboratories (Philco); Noel P. Thompson, M.D., 
M.S.E.E., Chief of the Division of Medical Electronics, Palo Alto 
Medical Research Foundation; and John P. Spiegel, M.D., Center 
for Research in Personality, Harvard University. Responsibility for 
positions taken and errors which may have been made rests, of 
course~ exclusively with the authors. 

This work was supported by the National Institute of Mental 
Health (Grant MH 07459-01), the Robert C. Wheeler Foundation, 
the James McKeen Cattell Fund, and the National Association for 
Mental Health, whose aid is gratefully acknowledged. 

Palo Alto, March 1966 
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Chapter 1 

The Fra me of Reference 

1.1 

Consider the following diverse situations: 

The fox population of a certain area of northern 
Canada shows a remarkable periodicity in the in
crease and decrease of its numbers. In a cycle of four 
years it reaches a peak, declines to near extinction, 
and finally starts rising again. If the attention of the 
biologist were limited to the foxes, these cycles would 
remain unexplainable, for there is nothing in the na
ture of the fox or of the whole species that would ac
count for these changes. However, once it is realized 
that the foxes prey almost exclusively on wild rabbits, 
and that these rabbits have almost no other natural 
enemy, this relation between the two species provides 
a satisfactory explanation for an otherwise mysterious 
phenomenon. For it can then be seen that the rabbits 
exhibit an identical cycle, but with increase and de~ 
crease reversed: the more foxes there are, the more 
rabbits are killed by them, so that eventually food be
comes very scarce for the foxes. Their number de
creases, giving the surviving rabbits a chance to multi
ply and thrive again in the virtual absence of their 
enemies, the foxes. The fresh abundance of rabbits 
favors the survival and increase of foxes, etc. 

A man collapses and is rushed to hospital. The ex
amining physician observes unconsciousness, extreme-
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1.1 PRAGMATICS OF HUMAN COMMUNICATION 

ly low blood pressure, and, generally, the clinical pic
ture of acute alcoholic or drug intoxication. However, 
tests reveal no trace of such substances. The patient's 
condition remains unexplainable until he regains 
consciousness and reveals that he is a mining engineer 
who has just returned from two years years' work at 
a copper mine located at an altitude of 15,000 feet in 
the Andes. It is now clear that the patient's condition 
is not an illness in the customary sense of an organ or 
tissue deficiency, but the problem of adaptation of a 
clinically healthy organism to a drastically changed 
environment. 1£ medical .attention ,remained focused 
on the patient only, and if only the ecology of the 
physician's customary environment was taken into ac
count, his state would remain mysterious. 

In the garden of a country house, in plain view of 
passers-by on the sidewalk outside, a bearded man can 
be observed dragging himself, crouching, round the 
meadow, in figures of eight, glancing constantly over 
his shoulder and quacking without interruption. This 
is how the ethologist Konrad Lorenz describes his 
necessary behavior during one of his imprinting ex
periments with ducklings, after he had substituted 
himself for their mother. "I was congratulating my
self," he writes" "on the obedience and exactitude 
with which my ducklings came waddling after me, 
when I suddenly looked up and saw the garden feI;lce 
framed by a row of dead-white faces: a group of tour
ists was standing at the fence and staring horrified in 
my direction." The ducklings were hidden in the tall 
grass, and all the tourists saw was totally unexplain
able, indeed insane, behavior. (g6, p. 43) 

These seemingly unrelated examples have one common de
nominator: a phenomenon remains unexplainable as long as the 
range of observation is not wide enough to include the context 
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THE FRAME OF REFERENCE 1.1 

in which the phenomen!)n occurs. Failure to realize the intricacies 
of the relationships between an event" and the matri:X:'in which it 
takes place, between an organism and its environment, either con
fronts the observer with sorn.ething "mysterious" or induces him 
to attribute to his object of study certain properties the object 
may not possess. Compared with the wide acceptance of this fact 
in biology, the behavioral sciences seem still to base themselves 
to a large extent on a m.Q~~lI:c!i,c_vi~w of the individu<il andon the 
time-honored method of isolaJillK.yariables. This becomes particu
larlyoJ)vious whei:iihe"~bje~t of st~dy'is disturbed behavior. If a 
person exhibiting disturbed behavior (psychopathology) is studied 
in isolation, then the inquiry must be concerned with the nature 
of the condition and, in a wider sense, with the nature of the hu
man mind. If the limits of the inquiry are extended to include the 
effects of this behavior on others, their reactions to it, and the con
text in which all of this takes place, the focus shifts from the 
artificially isolated monad to the relationship between the parts 
of a wider system. The observer of human behavior then turns 
from an inferential study of the mind to the study of the observ
able manifestations of relationship . 
. The vehicle of these manifestations is communication. 
We want to suggest that the study of human communication can 

be subdivided into the same three areas of syntactics, semantics,; 
and pragmatics established by Morris (Io6), and followed by 
Carnap (;3, p. 9) for the study of semiotic (the general theory of 
signs and languages). Applied to the framework of human com
munication, then, the first of these three areas can be said to cover 
the problems of transmitting information and is, therefore, the 
primary domain of the information theorist. His concern lies with 
the problems of coding, channels, capacity, noise, redundancy, and 
other statistical properties of language. These problems are pri
marily SY12tacti~(l.L ()Iles, and he is not interested in the meaning 
of message symbols. Meaning is the main concern of semantiqs. 
While it is perfectly possible to transmit strings of symbols with 
syntactical accuracy, they would remain meaningless unless sender 
and receiver had agreed beforehand on their significance. In this 
sense, all shared information presupposes semantic convention. 

21 



1.1 PRAGMATICS OF HUMAN COMMUNICATION 

Finally, communication affects behavior, and this is its pragmatic 
aspect. While a clear conceptual separation is thus possible of the 
three areas, they are nevertheless interdependent. As George (55; 
p. 41) points out, "in many ways it is true to say that syntax is' 
mathematical logic, semantics is philosophy or philosophy of sci
ence, and pragmatics is psychology, but these fields are not really 
all distinct." 

This book will touch upon all three areas, but will deal maiJ1.1y 
with the pragmatics, that is, the behavio}'lt~ff~~ts, of communi
cation. In this connection it should be made clear from the out
set that the two terms communication and behavior· are used vir
tually synonymously. For the data of pragmatics are not only words, 
their configurations, and meanings, which are the data of syn
tactics and semantics, but their nonverbal concomitants and body 
language as well. Even more, we would add to personal behavioral 
actions the communicational clues inherent in the context in which 
communication occurs. Thus, from this perspective of pragmatics, 
all behavior, not only speech, is communication, and all communi
cation--even the communicational clues in an impersonal context 
-affects behavior. 

Further, we are not only concerned, as pragmatics generally is, 
with the effect of a piece of communication on the receiver but, 
inseparably linked with this, also with the effect the receiver's re
action has upon the sender. Thus we would prefer to focus less 
on the sender-sign or receiv~r.sign relations and more on the 

i sender-receiver relation, as mediated by communication. 
Since this communicational approach to the phenomena of hu

man behavior, both normal and abnormal, is based on· the observ
able manifestations of relatiop,ship in the widest sense, it is, there
fore, conceptually closer to mathematics than to traditional psy
chology, for mathematics is the discipline most immediately con
cerned with the relations between, not the nature of, entities. Psy
chology, on the other hand, has traditionally shown a strong trend 
toward a monadic view of man and, consequently, toward a rei fica
tion of what now reveal themselves more and more as complex 
patterns of relationship and interaction. 
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THE FRAME OF REFERENCE 1.2 

The affinity of our hypotheses with mathematics will be noted 
whenever possible. This should not deter the reader who has no 
special knowledge in the field, for he will not be confronted with 
formulae or other specific symbolism. While human behavior may 
one day find its adequate expression in mathematical symbolism, 
it definitely is not our intention to attempt such a quantification. 
Rather, we will refer to the enormous body of work done in cer
tain branches of mathematics whenever these results promise to 
provide a useful language for the description of -the phenomena 
of human communication. 

1.2 

The Notion of Function and Relationship 

The main reason why mathematics should be invoked for analogy 
or explanator), principle lies in the usefulness of the mathematical 
concept of function. To explain this, a brief excursion into num
ber theory is required. 

The philosophers of science seem to agree that the most signifi
cant step in the development of modern mathematical thinking 
was the gradual emergence of a new number concept from Des
cartes to the present day. For the Greek mathematicians, numbers 
were concrete, real, perceivable magnitudes understood as the prop
erties of equally real objects. Thus geometry was concerned with 
measuring and arithmetic with counting. Oswald Spengler, 'in his 
lucid chapter "On the Meaning of Numbers" (I46), shows not 
only how the notion of zero as a number was unthinkable, but 
also that negative magnitudes had no place in the reality of the 
classical world: "Negative magnitudes have no existence. The ex
pression (-2) X (-3) = +6 is neither something perceivable nor 
a representation of magnitude" (p. 66). The idea that numbers 
were the expression of magnitudes remained dominant for two 
thousand years and, as Spengler elaborates:, 

In all history, so far, there is no second example of 
one Culture paying to another Culture long extin-
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1.2 PRAGMATICS OF HUMAN COMMUNICATION 

guished such reverence and such submission in mat
ters of science as ours has paid to the Clas.sicaLlt was 
very long before we found courage to think our,proper 
thought. But though the wish to emulate the Classic 
was constantly present, every step of the attempt took 
us in reality further away from the imagined ideal. 
The history of Western knowledge is thus one of pro
gressive emancipation from Classical thought, an 
emancipation never willed but enforced in the depths 
of the unconscious. And so the development of the 
new mathematics consists of a long, secret, and finally 
victorious battle against the notion of magnitude. 
(p. 76) 

There is no need to go into the details of how this victory was 
won. Suffice it to say that the decisive event occurred in 1591, when 
Vieta introduced letter-notations instead of numbers. With this, 
the idea of numbers as discr~te magnitudes was relegated to a sec
ondary place, and the powerful concept of variable was born, a 
concept ~hich to the classical Greek mathematician would have 
been as unreal as a hallucination. For, in contrast to a number 
signifying a perceivable magnitude, variables do not have a mean
ing of their own; they are meaningful only in relation to one an
other. A new dimension of information was realized with the in
troduction of variables, and thus was the new mathematics formed. 
The relation between v~riables (usually, but not necessarily, ex-

,{ pressed as an equation) constitutes the concept of function. Func
tions, to quote Spengler once mo!e, 

are not numbers at all in the plastic sense but signs 
representing a connection that is destitute of the hall
marks of magnitude, shape and unique meaning, an 
infinity of possible positions of like character, an en
semble unified and so attaining existence as a num
ber. The whole equation, though written in our un· 
fortunate notation as a plurality of terms, is actually 
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THE FRAME OF REFERENCE 

one single number, x, y, z being no more numbers 
than + and = are. (p. 77) 

1.' 

Thus, for instance, the equation yl~ = 4ax, in establishing a spe
cific relation between 'f- and y, comprises all the properties of a 
curve.-

There exists a suggestive paralleIi~m between the emergence of 
the mathematical concept of tunctiorl and the awakening of psy
chology to the concept of(re}arloll.ship) For a long time-in a cer
tain sense since Aristotle-the mind was conceived of as an array 
of properties or characteristics with which an individual was en
dowed to a greater or lesser degree, very much as he might have 
a slender or heavy body, red or fair hair, etc. The end of the last 
century saw the beginning of the experimental era in psychology 
and with it the introduction of a far more sophisticated vocabulary. 
that, however, was not essentially different in one sense: it was 
still made up of single and more or less unrelated concepts. These 
concepts were referred to as psychic functions-:unfortunately, be
cause they bear no relation to the mathematical concept of func
tion, and no such relation was, indeed, intended. As we know, 
sensations, perceptions, apperceptions, attention, memory, and sev
eral other concepts were defined as such functions, and an enor
mous amount of work was and still is being done to study them 
in artificial isolation. But, for instance, Ashby has shown how the 
assumption of memory is directly related to the observability of a 
given system. He points out that for an observer who is in pos
session of all the necessary information any reference to the past 
(and, therefore, to the existence of a memory in the system) is un-

" How deceptive the meaning of numbers as magnitudes can be even when 
they are primarily in~ended to signify concrete magnitudes, e:g., in economics, 
is illustrated in a recent article by J. David Stem (I19). Writing about the 
national debt, he shows that. examined in isolation, and, therefore, in terms of 
absolute magnitude, the national debt of the United States has undergone a 
staggering increase from $257 billion in 1947 to $304 billion in 1962. However, 
if placed in its proper context, ·i.e., expressed in relation to the net disposable 
personal income. a drop from 151 per cent to 80 per cent during this period 
becomes evident. Laymen and politicians are especially inclined to this particu· 
lar economic fallacy, though economic theorists have long appreciated only 
systems of economic variables and not isolated or absolute units. 
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necessary. He can account for the system's behavior by its state 
now. He gives the following practical example: 

... suppose I am in a friend's house and, as a car 
goes past outside, his dog rushes to a corner of the 
room and cringes. To me the behaviour is causeless 
and inexplicable. Then my friend says, "He was run 
over by a car six months ago." The behaviour is now 
accounted for by reference to an event of six months 
ago. If we say that the dog shows "memory" we refer 
to much the same fact-that his behaviour can be ex
plained, not by reference to his state now but to what 
his state was six months ago. If one is not careful one 
says that the dog "has" memory, and then thinks of 
the dog as having something, as he might have a patch 
of black hair. One may then be tempted to start look
ing for the thing; and one may discover that this 
"thing" has some very curious properties. 

Clearly, "memory" is not an objective something 
that a system either does or does not possess; it is a 
concept that the observer invokes to fill in the gap 
caused when part of the system is unobservable. The 
fewer the observable variables, the more will the ob
server be forced to regard events of the past as play
ing a part in the system's behaviour. Thus "memory" 
in the brain is only partly objective. No wonder its 
properties have sometimes been found to be unusual 
or even paradoxicaL Clearly the subject requires thor
ough re-examination from first principles. (5, p. 117) 

As we interpret it, this statement in no way denies the impressive 
advances of neurophysiological research on information storage in 
the brain. Obviously, the state of the animal is different since the 
accident; there must be some molecular change, some newly estab
lished circuit, i~ short, "something" which the dog "has" now. 
But Ashby clearly takes issue with the construct and its reific!jtion. 
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Another analogy, supplied by Bateson (I7), is that of a chess game 
in progress. At any given point, the state of the game can be un
derstood solely from the present configuration of pieces on the 
board (chess being a game with complete information), without 
any record or "memory" of the past moves. Even if this configura
tion is construed to be the memory of the game, it is a purely 
present, observable interpretation of the term. 

When eventually the vocabulary of experimental psychology was 
extended to interpersonal contexts, the language of psychology still 
remained a monadic one. Concepts such as leadership, dependency, 
extroversion and introversion, nurturance, and many others be
came the object of detailed study. The danger, of course, is that 
all these terms, if only thought and repeated long enough, assume 
a pseudoreality of their own, and eventually "leadership," the con· 
struct, becomes Leadership, a measureable quantity,in the human 
mind which is itself conceived as a phenomenon in isolation. Once 
this reification has taken place, it is no longer recognized that the 
term is but a shorthand expression for a particular form of on
going re1atiomhip. 

Every child learns at school that movement is something relative, I 

which can only be perceived in relation to a point of reference. 
What is not realized by everyone is that this same principle holds 
for virtually every perception and, therefore. for man's experience 
of reality. Sensory and brain research have proved conclusively that 
only relationships and patterns of relationships can be perceived, 
and these are the essence of experience. Thus when, by an in
geni@us device, eye movement is made impossible so that the same 
image continues to be perceived by the same areas of the retina, 
dear visual perception is no longer possible. Likewise, a steady, 
unchanging sound is difficult to perceive and may even become un
noticeable. And if one wants to explore the hardness and texture 
of a surface, he will not only place his finger on the surface but 
move it back and forth, for if the finger remained motionless, no 
useful in~ormationcould be gained, except perhaps a sen~ation 
of temperature, which again would be due to the relative differ
ence between the temperatures of object and finger. These ex-
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amples could easily be multiplied and would all point to the fact 
that in one way or another a process of change, motion, or scan
ning is involved in all perception (I32, p. 173). In other words, a 
relationship is established, tested over as wide a range as a given 
contingency allows, and an abstraction is eventually gained that, 
we hold, is identical with the mathematical concept of function. 
Thus, not "things" but functions are the essence of our percep
tions; and functions, as we have seen, are not isolated magnitudes, 
but "signs representing a connection . . . an infinity of possible 
positions of like character .... " But if this be so, then it should 
no longer be found surprising that even man's awareness of him
self is essentially an awareness of functions, of relationships in which 
he is involved, no matter how much he may subsequently reify 
this awareness. All these facts, incidentally, from the disturbances 
of the sensorium to the problems of self-awareness, are borne out 
by the now extensive literature on sensory deprivation.) 

1.3 

Information and Feedback 

Freud broke with many of the. reifications of traditional psy
chology when he introduced his psychodynamic theory of human 
behavior. His achievements require no emphasis here. One aspect, 
however, is of particular relevance to our topic. 

Psychoanalytic theory is based on a conceptual model in keep
ing with the epistemology that was prevalent at the time of its 
formulation. It postulates that behavior is primarily the outcome 
of a hypothesized interplay of intrapsychic forces considered to fol
low closely the laws of conservation and transformation of energy 
in physics, where, to quote Norbert Wiener speaking of that era, 
"Materialism had apparently put its own grammar in order, and 
this grammar was dominated by the concept?f energy" (I66, p. 199). 
On the whole, classical psychoanalysis remained primarily a the~ry 
of intrapsychic processes, so even where interaction with outside 
forces w,as evident, it was considered secondary, as for instance in 
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the concept of "secondary gain." 1 On the whole, the interdepend
ence between the individual and his environment remained a 
neglected field of psychoanalytic pursuit, and it is precisely here 
that the concept of information exchange, i.e., of communication, 
becomes indispensable. There is a crucial difference between the 
psychodynamic (psychoanalytic) model on the one hand and any 
conceptualization of organism-environment interaction on the other, 
and this difference may become dearer in the light of the follow
ing analogy (I2). If the foot of a walking man hits a pebble, energy 
is transferred from the foot to the stone; the latter will be dis
placed and will eventually come to rest again in a position which 
is fully determined by such factors as the amount of energy trans
ferred, the shape and weight of the pebble, and the nature of the 
surface on which it rolls. If, on the other hand, the man kicks a 
dog instead of the pebble, the dog may jump up and bite him. 
In this case the relation between the kick and the bite is of a 
very different order. It is obvious ,that the dog takes the energy 
for his reaction from his own metabolism and not from the kick. 
What is transferred, therefore, is no longer energy, but rather in
formation. In other words, the kick is a piece of behavior that com
municates something to the dog, and to this communication the 
dog reacts with another piece of communication-behavior. This is 
essentially the difference between Freudian psychodynamics and 
the theory of communication as explanatory principles of human 
behavior. As can be seen, they belong to different orders of com
plexity; the former cannot be expanded into the latter nor can 
the latter be derived from the former: they stand in a relation 
of conceptual discontinuity. 

This conceptual shift from energy to information is essential 
to an almost vertiginous development in the philosophy of science 
since the end of World War II, and it has had a particular impact 
on our knowledge of man. The realization that information about 
an effect, if properly fed back to the effector, will ensure the latter's 

1 The so-called "Neo·Freudians" have, of course. placed much more emphasis 
on individual-environment interaction. 
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stability and its adaptation to environmental change, not only 
opened the door for the construction of higher-order (i.e., error
controlled, goal-directed) machines and led to the postulation of 
cybernetics as a new epistemology, but also provided completely 
new insights into the functioning of the very complex interacting 
systems found in biology, psychology, sociology, economics, and 
other fields. While, at least for the time being, the significance of 
cybernetics cannot be even tentatively assessed, the fundamental 
principles involved are surprisingly simple and shall be reviewed 
here briefly. 

As long as science was concerned with the study of linear, uni· 
directional, and progressive cause-effect relations, a number of 
highly important phenomena remained outside the immense terri
tory conquered by science during the last four centuries. It may 
be a useful oversimplification to state that these phenomena have 
their common denominator in the related concepts of growth and 
change. To include these phenomena in a unified view of the 
world, science since the days of the ancient Greeks has had to resort 
to variously defined but always nebulous and uneasy concepts rest· 
ing on the notion that there is purpose in the course of events and 
that the eventual outcome "somehow" determines the steps which 
lead up to it; or, these phenomena were characterized by some 
form of "vitalism" and so excluded from science. Thus some 2,500 

years ago the stage was set for one of the great epistemological con
troversies, which has continued to rage until our time: the quar
rel between determinism and teleology. To return once again to 
the study-of man, psychoanalysis clearly belongs to the determin
istic school while, for instance, Jung's analytical psychology relies 
to a considerable extent on the assumption of an "entelechy" im
manent in man. 

The advent of cybernetics changed all this by showing that the 
two principles could be brought together in a more comprehensive 
framework. This view became possible through the discovery of 
feedback. A chain in which event a effects event b, and b then 
effects c~ c in turn brings about d, etc., would have the properties 
of a deterministic linear system. If, however, d leads back to a, the 
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system is circular and functions in an entirely different way. It 
exhibits behavior that is essentially analogous to that of those 
phenomena which had defied analysis in terms of strict linear de
terminism. 

Feedback is known to be either positive or negative; the latter 
will be mentioned more frequently in this book since it character
izes homeostasis (steady state) and therefore plays an important 
role in achieving and maintaining the stability of relationships. 
Positive feedback, on the other hand, leads to change, i.e., the loss 
of stability or equilibrium. In both cases, part of a system's out
put is reintroduced into the system as information about 'the out
put. The difference is that in the case of negative feedback this in
formation is used to decrease the output deviation from a set 
norm or bias-hence the adjective "negative"-while in the case of 
positive feedback the same information acts as a measure for am
plification of the output deviation, and is thus positive in rela
tion to the already existing trend toward a standstill or disruption. 

While the concept of homeostasis in human relations will be 
taken up in greater detail in s. 4.4, it must be made clear now 
that it would be premature and inaccurate to conclude simply that 
negative feedback is desirable and positive feedback disruptive. Our 
main point is that interpersonal systems-stranger groups, marital 
couples, families, psychotherapeutic, or even international relation
ships, etc . .1..may be viewed as feedback loops, since the behavior 
of each person affects and is affected by the behavior of each other 
person. Input i.nto such a system may be amplified into change or 
may be counteracted to maintain stability, depending on whether 
the feedback mechanisms are positive or negative:' From studies 
of families containing a schizophrenic member there can be little 
doubt that the existence of the patient is essential for the stability 
of the family system and that the system will react quickly and 
effectively to any internal or external attempts to change its or
ganization. Clearly, this is an undesirable type of stability. Since the 
manifestations of life are evidently distinguished by both stability 
and change, negative and positive feedback mechanisms must occur 
in them in specific forms of interdependence or complementarity. 
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Pribram (I I7) has recently shown that the achievement of stability 
makes for new sensitivities and that new mechanisms differentiate 
to cope with these. Thus stability is not a sterile end-point even in 
a relatively constant environment but rather, in the familiar words 
of Claude Bernard, "the stability of the internal medium is the 
condition for the existence of free life." 

Feedback has been accurately referred to as the secret of natural 
activity. Systems with feedback distinguish themselves not only by 
a quantitatively higher degree of complexity; they are also quali
tatively different from anything tha,t falls into the domain of classi
cal mechanics. Their study requires new conceptual frames; their 
logic and epistemology are discontinuous from some traditional 
tenets of scientific analysis, such as the "isolate one variable" ap
proach or the Laplacean belief that the complete knowledge of all 
facts at a given point in time will enable one to predict all fu
ture states. Self-regulating systems-systems with feedback-require 
a philosophy of their own in which the concepts of pattern and 
information are as essential as those of matter and energy were 
at the beginning of this century. Research with these systems is, at 
least for the time being, greatly hampered by the fact that there 
exists no scientific language sophisticated enough to be the vehicle 
for their explanation, and it has been suggested, for instance by 
Wieser (I67, p. 33), that the syste!Us th:emsel~es are their own 
simplest explanation. 

1.4 

Redundancy 

Our emphasis on the discontinuity of systems theory and tradi
tional monadic or linear theories is not to be construed as a, state
ment of despair. If the conceptual difficulties are stressed here, it 
is to point out that new avenues of approach have to be found, 
simply because the traditional frames of reference are clearly inade
quate. In this search we are finding that advances have been made 
in other fields which are of immediate relevance to the study of 
human communication, and these isomorphies are the main focus 
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of examination in this chapter. Ashby's homeostat (1, pp. 93 ff) is 
an excellent case in point and will. therefore. be mentioned here 
at least briefly. This device consists of four identical self-regulating 
subsystems that are fully interconnected so that a disturbance caused 
in anyone of them affects, and is in tum reacted to, by the others. 
This means that no subsystem can attain its own equilibrium in 
isolation from the others, and Ashby has been able to prove a 
number of most remarkable "behavioral" characteristics of this 
machine. Although the circuitry of the homeostat is very simple 
when compared with the human brain or even with other manmade 
devices, it is capable of 390,625 combinations of parameter values, 
or, to make the same statement in more anthropomorphic terms, 
it has that number of possible adaptive attitudes to any changes in 
its internal or external medium. The homeostat achieves its sta
bility by going through a random search of its combi~ations, con
tinuing until the appro.priate internal configuration is reached. 
This is identical with the trial-and-error behavior of many organ
isms under stress. In the case of the homeostat the time required 
for ,this search may range from seconds to hours. It is easy to see 
that for living organisms this time lag would almost invariably be 
excessive and would be a serious handicap for survival. Ashby car
ries this thought to its logical extreme when he writes: 

If we were like homeostats, waiting till one field gave 
us, at a stroke, all our adult adaptation, we would 
wait forever. But the infant does not wait forever; on 
the contrary, the probability that he will develop a 
full adult adaptation within twenty years is near to 
unity. (4, p. 136) 

He then goes on to show that in natural systems some conservation 
of adaptation is achieved. This means that old adaptations are not 
destroyed when new ones are found, and that the search need not 
be initiated all over again as if a solution had never been achieved 
before. 

What all this has to do with the pragmatics of human com-
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munication will become clearer after the following consideration. 
In the homeostat, anyone of the 39°,625 internal configurations 
has at any time an equal probability of being brought about by 
the interplay of the four subsystems. Thus the occurrence of a 
given configuration has absolutely no effect on the occurrence of 
the next configuration or sequence of configurations. A chain of 
events in which every element has at all times an equal chance of 
occurrence is said to show randomness. No conclusions can be drawn 
from it and no predictions can be made about its future sequence. 
This is another way of saying that it carries no information. How
ever, if a system like the homeostat is provided with the ability to 
store previous adaptations for future use, the probability inherent 
in the sequences of internal configurations will undergo drastic 
change in the sense that certain groupings of configurations will 
become repetitive and, therefore, more probable than others. It, 
should be noted at this juncture that there is no need to attribute 
any meaning to these groupings; their existence is their own best 
explanation. A chain of the type just described is one of the most 
basic concepts in information theory and is called a stochastic proc
ess. Thus, stochastic process refers to the lawfulness inherent in a 
sequence of symbols or events, whether the sequence is as simple 
as the results of drawing white and black marbles from an urn, 
or as complex as the specific patterns of tonal and orchestral 
elements employed by a certain composer, the idiosyncratic use of 
language elements in the style of a given author, or the diagnos
tically highly important patterning contained in the tracings of 
an electroencephalogram. According to information theory, stochas
tic processes show redundancy or constraint, two terms which can 
be used interchangeably with the concept of pattern which has been 
used freely in the foregoing. At the risk of excessive redundancy, 
we shall stress again that these patterns do not, and need not, have 
any explanatory or symbolic meaning. This does not exclude, of 
course, the possibility that they may be correlated with other oc
currences, as, for instance, is the case with the electroencephalogram 
and some medical conditions. 

Redundancy has been extensively studied in two of the three 
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areas of human communication, syntactics and semantics; the pio
neer work of Shannon, Carnap, and Bar-Hillel should be men
tioned in this connection. One of the conclusions that can be 
drown from these studies is that each of us possesses an enormous 
IImount of knowledge about the lawfulness and the statistical prob. 
ability inherent in both the syntactics and the semantics of human 
I'ommunications. Psychologically this knowledge is of a very inter· 
".lIng kind, for it is almost totally outside of human awareness. 
Nobody, except perhaps an information expert, can state the se
cluential probabilities or the ranking orders of letters and words 
III n given language, yet all of us can spot and correct a misprint, 
frplace a missing word, and exasperate a stammerer by finishing 
hll sentences for him. But to know a language and to know some
Ihlng about a language al'e two very different orders of knowledge. 
Thus, a person may be able to use his mother tongue .correctly and 
lIuently and yet not possess a knowledge of grammar and syntax, 
I,e" of the rules he observes in speaking it. If this man were to learn 
Iwother language-except by the same empirical acquisition as his 
lIlother tongue-he would also have to learn explicitly about lan
lCuuges.2 

Turning now to the problems of redundancy or constraint in 
the pragmatics of human communication, a review of the literature 
.hows that very little has been published so far on this subject, espe
dlllly as far as pragmatics as interactional phenomena is concerned. 
rty this we mean that most of the existing studies appear to limit 
themselves mainly to the effects of person A on person BJ without 
IlIklng equally into account that whatever B does influences A's 
uC'xt move, and that they are both largely influenced by, and in 

• ncnjamin Whorf. the great linguist, has pointed again and again to this 
Ilhcnomenon. e.g., in the chapter "Science and Linguistics": 

Scientific linguists have long understood that ability to speak 
a language fluently does not necessarily confer a linguistic 
knowledge of it, i.e., understanding of its background phenom
ena and its systematic process and structure, any more than 
ability to playa good game of billiards confers or requires any 
knowledge of the laws of mechanics that operate upon the bU
liard table. (I65, p. 213) 
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tum influence, the contex-t in which their interaction takes place. 
It is not too difficult to see that pragmatic redundancy is essentially 

similar to syntactic and semantic redundancy. Here, too, we possess 
an immense amount of knowledge that enables us to evaluate, to 
influence, and to predict behavior. In fact, in this area we are 
particularly susceptible to inconsistencies: behavior that is out of 
context, or that shows certain other kinds of randomness or lack 
of constraint, immediately strikes us as much more inappropriate 
than merely syntactical or semantic errors in communication. And 
yet it is in this area that we are particularly unaware of the rules 
being followed in successful, and broken in disturbed. communica
tion. We are constantly being affected by communication; 'as sug
gested earlier, even OU1" self-awareness depends on communication. 
This has been cogently stated by Hora: uTo understand himself 
man needs to be understood by another. To be understood by an
other he needs to understand the other" (65, p. 237). But if lin
guistic understanding is based on the rules of grammar, syntax, 
semantics, etc., what then are the rules for the kind of underst~nd
ing meant by Hora? Again it appeaq-s that we know them without 
knowing that we know them. We are in constant communication, 
and yet we are almost completely unable to communicate about 
communication. This problem will be a major theme of this book. 

The search for pattern is the basis of all scientific investigation. 
Where there is pattern there is significance-this epistemological 
maxim also holds for the study of human interaction. This study 
would be relatively easy if it consisted merely in interrogating those 
engaged in the interaction and in thus learning from them what 
patterns they habitually follow, or, in other words, what rules 
of behavior they have established between themselves. A customary 
application of this idea is the questionnaire technique. However, 
once it is realized that statements cannot always be taken at face 
value, least of an in the presence of psychopathology-that people 
can very well say something and mean something e1se-and, as we 
have just seen, that ,there are questions the answers to which may 
be totally outside their awareness, then the need for different ap
proaches becomes obvious. Roughly speaking, one's rules of behavior 
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lind interaction may show the same degrees of consciousness that 
Irreud postulated for slips and errors: (1) they may be clearly within 
It person's awareness, in which case questionnaire and other simple 
question-answer techniques can be used; (2) a person may be unaware 
of them, but able to recognize them when they are pointed out to 
him; or (3) they may be so far from a person's awareness that even 
If they were defined correctly and brought to his attention, he would 
1I.ilI be unable to see them. Bateson has sharpened this analogy with 
levels of consciousness and stated the problem in terms of our present 
(:onceptual framework: 

. . . as we go up the scale of orders of learning, we 
come into regions of more and more abstract pattern
ing, which are less and less subject to conscious in
spection. The more abstract-the more general and 
formal the premises upon which we put our patterns 
together-the more deeply sunk these are in the neu
rological or psychological levels and the less accessible 
they are to conscious control. 

The habit of dependency is much less perceptible 
to the individual than the fact that on a given occa· 
sion he obtained help. This he may be able to recog
nize, but to recognize the next more complex pattern, 
that having looked for help, he commonly bites the 
hand that feeds him, this may be excessively difficult 
for him to scan in consciousness. (I6) 

Fortunately for our understanding of human interaction, the 
pkture is a different one to an outside observer. He is like someone 
who understands neither the rules nor the objective of chess watch
Ing a game being played. Let the unawareness of the "players" in 
['rallife be represented in this conceptual model by the simplified 
IINmmption that the observer does not speak or understand the 
players' language and is, therefore, unable to ask for explanations. 
II will soon become clear to the observer that the behavior of the 
players shows varying degrees of repetitiveness, of redundancy, 
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from which tentative conclusions can be drawn. He will, for exam· 
pIe. notice that almost invariably a move of one player is followed 
by a move of the other. It will thus be easy to deduce from this 
behavior that the players are following a rule of alternation of 
moves. The rules governing the moves of the individual pieces 
cannot be so easily inferred, partly on account of the complexity of 
the moves and partly on account of the greatly different frequencies 
with which the single pieces are moved. It will, for instance, be 
easier to infer the rule underlying the moves of the bishops than 
that of such an unusual and infrequent move as castling, which 
may not occur at all in the course of one particular game. Notice 
also that castling involves two consecutive moves by the same 
player and thereby seems to invalidate the rule of alternation of 
moves. Yet, the much greater redundancy of alternation of moves 
will prevail in the observer's theory-building over the lesser redun
dancy of castling, and even if the apparent contradiction xemains 
unresolved, the hypotheses formulated so far need not necessarily 
be abandoned by the observer. From the foregoing it can be seen 
that after watching a series of games, the observer would in all prob
ability be able to formulate with a high degree of accuracy the rules 
of chess, including the end point of the game, the checkmate. It 
must be stressed that he could arrive at this result without the 
possibility of asking for information. 

Does all this mean that the observer has "explained" the behavior 
of the players? We would prefer to say that he has identified a 
complex pattern of redundancies.3 Of course, if he were so inclined, 
he could attribute a meaning to every single piece and to every rule 
of the game. In fact, he could create an elaborate mythology about 
the game and its "deeper" or "real" meaning, including fanciful 
tales about the origin of the game, as has in fact been done: But all 
this is unnecessary for the study of the game itself, and such an 
explanation or mythology would have the same relation to chess as 

a Such complex patterns, and patterns within patterns, on the interpersonal 
level (in a series of psychotherapeutic interviews) have been extensively studied 
by Scheflen (r39). His pioneer work demonstrates not only that these patterns 
exist but that they are of an unbelievably repetitive and structured nature. 
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R.tro}ogy has to astronomy.' 
One final illustration may unify our discussion of redundancy in 

the pragmatics of human communication. As the reader may know, 
computer programming consists Qf setting a relatively small num
ber of specific rules in order (the program); these rules then guide 
the computer into a large number of quite flexible, patterned op
.rations. Precisely the opposite happens if, as suggested above, one 
wAtches human interaction for redundancy. From observing the 
pArticular system in operation one then tries to postulate rules 
underlying its functioning, its "program," in our computer analogy. 

1.5 

Metacommunication and the Concept of Calculus 

The body of knowledge gained by our hypothetical observer 
'Itldying the pragmatic redundancy of the behavioral phenomenon 
"chess playing" reveals a suggestive analogy with the mathematical 
foncept of calculus. A calculus, according to Boole (Jr, p. 4), is "a 
method resting upon the employment of symbols, whose laws of 
rombination are known and general, and whose results admit of a 
I'onsistent interpretation." We have already implied that such a 
formal representation is conceivable in human communication, but 
lome of the difficulties of discourse about this calculus have also 
been made apparent. When mathematicians no longer use mathe
mil tics as a tool to compute, but make this tool itself the object of 

• That there is no necessary relation between fact and explanation· was illus
Irllrd in a recent experiment by Bavelas (20): Each subject was told he was 
I'Ml'llcipating in an experimental investigation of "concept formation" and was 
IIYrn the same gray, pebbly card about which he was to "formulate concepts." 
or every pair of subjects (seen separately but concurrently) one was told 
.llIllt out of ten times at random that what he said about the card was correct; 
IIII' other was told five out of ten times at random that what he said about the 
Iud was correct. The ideas of the subject who was "rewarded" with a frequency 
01 110 per cent remained on a simple level, while the subject who was "re
wndcd" only at a frequency of 50 per cent evolved complex, subtle, and abstruse 
Ih!'orlca about the card, taking into consideration the tiniest detail of the card's 
"'''"position. When the two subjects were brought together and asked to discuss 
Ihrlr findings, the subject with the simpler ideas immediately succumbed to 
Ih" "brilliance" of the other's concepts and agreed that the latter had analyzed 
Ihl' card accurately. 
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their study-as they do, for .instance, when they question· the con
sistency of arithmetic as a system-they use a language that is not 
part of but about mathematics. Following David Hilbert (64), this 
language is called metamathematics. The formal structure of mathe
matics is a calculus; metamathematics is this calculus expressed. 
Nagel and Newman have defined the difference between the two 
concepts with admirable clarity: 

The importance to our subject of recognizing the 
distinction between mathematics and meta-mathemat
ics cannot be over-emphasized. Failure to respect it 
has produced paradoxes and confusion. Recognition 
of its significance has made it possible to exhibit in a 
clear light the logical structure of mathematical rea
soning. The merit of the distinction is that it entails 
a careful codification of the various signs that go into 
the making of a formal calculus, free of concealed as
sumptions and irrelevant associations of meaning. 
Furthermore, it requires exact definitions of the op
erations and logical rules of mathematical construc
tion and deduction, many of which mathematicians 
had applied without being explicitly aware of what 
they were using. (r08, p. 32; italics ours) 

When we no longer use communication to communicate but to 
communicate about communication, as we inevitably must in com
munication research, then we use conceptualizations that are not 
part of but about communication. In analogy to metamathematics 
this is called metacommunication. Compared with metamathemat
ics, research in metacommunication is at two significant disadvan
tages. The first is that in .the field of human communication there 
exists as yet nothing comparable to the formal system of a calculus. 
As shall be shown presently, this difficulty does not rule out the 
usefulness of the concept. The second difficulty is closely related to 
the first: while mathematicians possess two languages (numbers and 
algebraic symbols to express mathematics, and natural language for 
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the expressions of metamathematics), we are mainly restricted to 
lIatural language as a vehicle for both communications and meta
(ommunications. This problem will arise again and again in the 
t:ourse of our considerations. 

What, then, is the usefulness of the notion of a calculus of human 
rommunication, if the specifics of such a calculus are admittedly a 
thing of the distant future? In our opinion its immediate usefulness 
lies in the fact that the notion itself supplies a powerful model of 
Ihe nature and the degree of abstraction of the phenomena we want 
lu identify. Let us recapitulate: we are looking for pragmatic re
dundancies; we know that they will not be simple, static magnitudes 
or qualities, but patterns of interaction analogous to the mathe
IIIlttical concept of function; and, finally, we anticipate that these 
putterns will have the characteristics generally found in error
fOil trolled, goal-directed systems. Thus, if with these premises in 
mind we scrutinize chains of communications between two or more 
mmmunicants, we shall arrive at certain results which certainly 
I'Imnot yet claim to be a formal system, but which are in the nature 
of IIxioms and theorems of a calculus. 

In their above-quoted work, Nagel and Newman describe the 
IInRlogy between a game like chess and a formalized mathematical 
IlIkulus. They explain how 

The pieces and the squares of the board correspond to 
the elementary signs of the calculus; the legal posi
tions of pieces on the board, to the formulas of the 
calculus; the initial positions of pieces on the board, 
to the axioms or initial formulas of the calculus; the 
subsequent positions of pieces on the board, to formu
las derived from the axioms (i.e., to the theorems); 
and the rules of the game, to the rules of inference (or 
derivation) for the calculus. (Io8, p. 35) 

They go on to show how the configurations of the pieces on the 
hoard are "meaningless" as such, while statements about these con-
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figurations are quite meaningful. Statements of this order of ab
straction are described by the above-mentioned authors: 

. . . general "meta-chess" theorems can be established 
whose proof involves only a finite number of permis
sible configurations on the board. The "meta-chess" 
theorem about the number of possible opening moves 
for White can be established in this way; and so can 
the "meta-chess" theorem that if White has only two 
Knights and the King, and Black only his King, it is 
impossible for White to force a mate against Black. 
(Io8, p. 85) 

We have quoted this analogy at length because it illustrates the 
concept of calculus not only in metamathematics but also in meta
communication. For if we expand the analogy to include the two 
players we are no longer studying an abstract game but, rather, 
sequences of human interaction that are strictly governed by a 
complex body of rules. The only difference is that we would prefer 
to use the term "formally undecidable" rather than "meaningless" 
when referring to a single piece of behavior (a "move" in the game 
analogy). Such a piece of behavior, a, may be due to a pay raise, 
the Oedipus conflict, alcohol, or a hail storm, and any arguments 
as to which reason "really" applies will tend to have the qualities 
of a scholastic disputation on the sex of the angels. Unless and 
until the human mind is open for outside inspection, inferences and 
self-reports are all we have, and both are notoriously unreliable. 
However, if we notice that behavior a-whatever its "reasons"-by 
one communicant elicits behavior b, c, d, or e in the other, while it 
evidently excludes behaviors x, y, and z, then a metacommunica
tiona I theorem can be postulated. What is suggested here, then, is 
that all interaction may be definable in terms of the game analogy, 
that is, as sequences of "moves" strictly governed by rules of which 
it is immaterial whether they are within or outside the awareness of 
the communicants, but about which meaningful metacommunica
tional statements can be made. This would mean that, as suggested 
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in 8. 1.4, there exists an as yet uninterpreted calculus of the prag
matics of human communication whose rules are observed in sue· 
t:C!laful, and broken in disturbed, communication. The existence of 
Inch a calculus can, in the present state of our knowledge, be com· 
pured to that of a star whose existence and position is postulated by 
theoretical astronomy but has not yet been discovered by the ob· 
It'I'vatories. 

1.6 

Conclusions 

If one approaches human communication with the above criteria 
In mind, several conceptual changes impose themselves. These will 
now be reviewed briefly within the context of psychopathology. 
This reference to psychopathology does not mean that these points 
life only valid there, but simply that we consider them particularly 
televant and evident in this area. 

I.OI-THE BLACK BOX CONCEPT 

While the existence of the human mind is only denied by partie· 
IIll1rly radical thinkers, research into the phenomena of the mind, 
liN is painfully known to all workers in the field, is tremendously 
difficult because of the absence of an Archimedean point outside 
the mind. Much more than any other disciplines, psychology and 
paychiatry are ultimately self·reflexive: subject and object are iden· 
Ilml, the mind studies itself, and any assumptions have an inevitable 
Il'lIdency toward self-validation. The impossibility of seeing the 
mind "at work" has in recent years led to the adoption of the Black 
lIox concept from the field of telecommunication. Applied origi
"lilly to certain types of captured enemy electronic equipment that 
«nllid not be opened for study because of the possibility of destruc
t lOll charges inside, the concept is more generally applied to the 
111ft that electronic hardware is by now so complex that it is some
I hnes more expedient to disregard the internal structure of a device 
IIlId concentrate on the study of its specific input-output relations. 
While it is true that these relations may permit inferences into what 
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"really" goes on inside the box, this knowledge is not essential for 
the study of the function of the device in the greater system of which 
it is a part. This concept, if applied to psychological and psychiatric 
problems, has the heuristic advantage that no ultimately unverifi
able intrapsychic hypotheses need to be invoked, and that one can 
limit oneself to observable input-output relations, that is, to com
munication. Such an approach, we believe, characterizes an impor
tant recent trend in psychiatry toward viewing symptoms as one 
kind of input into the family system rather than as an expression of 
intrapsychic conflict. 

1.62-CONSCIOUSNESS AND UNCONSCIOUSNESS 

If one is interested in observing human behavior in terms of the 
Black Box assumption. he sees the output of one Black Box as the 
input of another. The question whether such an exchange of infor
mation is conscious or unconscious loses the paramount importance 
it has in the psychodynamic framework. This is not to be construed 
as meaning that. as far as the reactions to a specific piece of behavior 
are concerned, it makes no difference whether this behavior is taken 
to be conscious or unconscious, voluntary, involuntary. or sympto
matic. If someone has his toes stepped on by another. it makes a 
great deal of difference to him whether the other's behavior was 
deliberate or unintentional. This view, however, is based on his 
evaluation of the other person's motives and, therefore, on assump
tions about what goes on inside the other's head. And, of course, 
if he were to ask the other about his motives, he could still not be 
certain, for the other individual might claim his behavior was un
conscious when he had meant it to be deliberate, or even claim it 
was deliberate when in fact it was accidental. All this brings us back 
to the· attribution of "meaning," a notion that is essential for the 
subjective experience of communicating with others, but which we 
have found to be objectively undecidable for the purposes of re
search in human communication. 

l.63-PRESENT VERSUS PAST 

While there can be no doubt that behavior is at least partly de
termined by previous experience, the search for causes in the past is 
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notoriously unreliable. Ashby's comments on the peculiarities of 
"memory" as a construct were noted earlier (s. 1.2). Not only is it 
based mainly on subjective evidence and, therefore. liable to suffer 
from the same distortion the exploration is supposed to eliminate. 
but whatever person A reports about his past to person B is in
leparably linked to and determined by the ongoing relationship 
between these two persons. If, on the other hand, the communica
tion between the individual and the significant others in his life are 
observed directly-as was suggested in the chess analogy and as is 
done in conjoint psychotherapy of couples or entire families-pat
terns of communication can eventually be identified that are diag
nostically important and permit the planning of the most appropri
lite sttategy of therapeutic intervention. This approach, then. is a 
.earch for pattern in the here and now rather than for symbolic 
meaning, past causes, or motivation. 

1.64-EFFECT VERSUS CAUSE 

1£ seen in this light, the possible or hypothetical causes of be
havior assume a secondary importance. but the effect of the behavior 
emerges as a criterion of prime significance in the interaction of 
closely related individuals. For instance, it can be seen time and 
IIgain that a symptom that has remained refractory to psychotherapy 
In spite of intensive analysis of its genesis suddenly reveals its sig
nificance when seen in the context of the ongoing marital inter
IIdion of the individual ~nd his or her spouse. The symptom may 
then show itself as a constraint, as a rule of their particular inter
IIctional "game," Ii rather than the outcome of an unresolved con
llict between hypothesized intrapsychic forces. In general, we feel 
Ihat a symptom is a piece of behavior that has profound effects in 
Influencing the surroundings of the patient. A rule of thumb can 
be stated in this connection: where the why? of a piece of behavior 
remains obscure, the question what for? can still supply a valid 
IInswer. 

• It cannot be emphasized too strongly that in this book the term "game" 
.hould not be taken to have any playful connotation, but derives from the 
mllthematical Theory of Games and refers to sequences of behavior which are 
Noverned by rul~ 
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1.6S-THE CIRCULARITY OF COMMUNICATION PATTERNS 

All parts of the organism form a 
circle. Therefore, every part is both 
beginning and end.-Hippocrates 

While in linear, progressive chains of causality it is meaningful 
to speak about the beginning and end of a chain, these terms are 
meaningless in systems with feedback loops. There is no beginning 
and no end to a circle. Thinking in terms of such systems forces one 
to abandon the notion that, say, event a comes first and event b is 
determined by a's occurrence, for by the same faulty logic it could 
be claimed that event b precedes a, depending on where one arbi
trarily chooses to break the continuity of the circle. But, as will be 
shown in the next chapter, this faulty logic is constantly used by 
the individual participants in human interaction when both person 
A and person B claim only to be reacting to the partner's behavior 
without realizing that they in turn influence the partner by their 
reaction. The same kind of reasoning is applied to this hopeless 
controversy: is a given family's communication pathological because 
one of their members is psychotic, or is one member psychotic be
cause the communication is pathological? 

1.66--THE RELATlVlTY OF "NORMAL" AND "ABNORMAL" 

The earliest psychiatric research was done in mental hospitals and 
was aimed at the classification of patients. This approach had sev
eral practical values, not the least of which was the discovery of 
certain organic conditions, such as general paresis. The next practi
cal step was the incorporation of this conceptual differentiation of 
normality and abnormality into legal language, thus the terms "san
ity" and "insanity." However, once it is accepted that from a com
municational point of view a piece of behavior can only be studied 
in the context in which it occurs, the terms "sanity" and "insanity" 
practically lose their meanings as attributes of individuals. Similarly 
does the whole notion of "abnormality" become questionable. For 
it is now generally agreed that the patient's condition is not static 
but varies with his interpersonal situation as well as with the bias 
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of the observer. When, further, psychiatric symptoms are viewed as 
behavior appropriate to an ongoing interaction, a frame of refer
ence emerges that is diametric to the classical psychiatric view. The 
Importance of this shift in emphasis can hardly be overrated. Thus, 
"schizophrenia" viewed as the incurable and progressive disease of 
lin individual mind and "schizophrenia" viewed as the only possible 
reaction to an absurd or untenable communicational context (a re
Ilction that follows, and therefore perpetuates, the rules of such a 
c:ontext) are two entirely different things-and yet the difference lies 
In the incompatibility of the two conceptual frameworks, while the 
dinical picture to which they are applied is the same in both cases. 
The implications for etiology and therapy that follow from these 
differing viewpoints are also highly discrepant; hence our interest 
In examining and stressing the communication point of view is not 
mere a,rmchair exercise. 
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Chapter 2 

Some Tentative Axioms 

of Communication 

2.1 

Introduction 

The conclusions reached in the first chapter generally emphasized 
the inapplicability of many traditional psychiatric notions to our 
proposed framework and so may seem to leave very little on which 
the study of the pragmatics of human communication could be 
based. We want to show next that this is not so. However, to do 
this, we have to start with some simple properties of communication 
that have fundamental interpersonal implications. It will be seen 
that these properties are in the nature of axioms within our hypo
thetical calculus of human communication. When these have been 
defined we will be in a position to consider some of their possible 
pathologies in Chapter 3. 

2.2 

The Impossibility of Not Communicating 

2.21 

First of all, there is a property of behavior that could hardly be 
more ba.sic and is, therefore, often overlooked: behavior has no op
posite. In other words, there is no such thing as nonbehavior or, to 
put it even more simply: one cannot not behave. Now, if it is ac
cepted that all behavior in an interactional situation 1 has message 

1 It might be added that, even alone, it is possible to have dialogues in fantasy, 
with one's hallucinations (I5), or with life (s. 8.3). Perhaps such internal "com
munication" follows some of the same rules which govern interpersonal com-
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value, i.e., is communication, it follows that no matter how one may 
try, on~,_~~nnot not commtl}J.k'!te. Activity O!_}ti.;ctivity, words or 
silence' all have message value: they influence others and these 
others, in turn, cannot not respond to these communications and 
are thus themselves communicating. It should be clearly understood 
that the mere absence of talking or of taking notice of each other 
is no exception to what has just been asserted. The man at a 
crowded lunch counter who looks straight ahead, or the airplane 
passenger who sits with his eyes closed, are both ~icating 
t~~o not want to speak to anybody or be spoken to, and 
their neighbors usually "get the message" and ~spond appropri
a~!.ly by leaving them alone. This, obviously, is ~uch an 
interchange of comm~tion as a~ animated discussion.!! 

Neither can we say that "communication" only takes place when 
it is intentional, conscious, or successful, that is, when mutual un
derstanding occurs. Whether message sent equals message received 
is an important but different order of analysis, as it must rest ulti
mately on evaluations of specific, introspective, subject-reported 
data, which we choose to neglect for the exposition of a behavioral
theory of communication. On the question of misunderstanding, 
our concern, given certain formal properties of communication, is 

munication; such unobservable phenomena, however, are outside the scope of 
our meaning of the term, 

I Very interesting research in this field has been carried out by Luft (98), who 
studied what he calls "social stimulus deprivation," He brought two strangers 
together in a room, made them sit across from each other and instructed them 
"not to talk or communicate in any way," Subsequent interviews 'revealed the 
highly stressful nature of this situation. To quote the author: 

, , , he has before him the other unique individual with his 
ongoing, though muted, behavior. At this point, it is postulated, 
that true interpersonal testing takes place, and only part of this 
testing may be done consciously. For example, how does the 
other subject respond to him and to the small non-verbal cues 
which he sends out? Is there an attempt at understanding his 
enquiring glance, or is it coldly ignored? Does the other subject 
display postural cues of tension, indicating some distress at con
fronting him? Does he grow increasingly comfortable, indicating 
some kind of acceptance, or will the other treat him as if he 
were a thing, which did not exist? These and many other kinds 
of readily discemlble behavior appear to take place. . . . 
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with the development of related pathologies. aside from. indeed in 
spite of, the motivations or intentions of the communicants. 

2.22 

In the foregoing, the term "communication" has been used in 
two ways: as the generic title of our study, and as a loosely defined 
unit of behavior. Let us now be more precise. We will, of course, 
continue to refer to the pragmatic aspect of the theory of human 
communication simply as "communication~" For the various units 
of communication (behavior), we have sought to select terms which 
are already gene·rally understood. A single communicational unit 
will be called a message or, where there is no possibility of confu
sion, a communication. A series of messages exchanged between 
persons will be called interaction. (For those who crave more precise 
quantification. we can only say that the sequence we refer to by the 
term "interaction" is greater than one message but not infinite.) 
Finally, in Chapters 4-7. we will add patterns of interaction, which 
is a still higher-level unit of human communication. 

Further, in regard to even the simplest possible unit, it will be 
obvious that once we accept all behavior as communication, we will 
not be dealing with a monophonic message unit, but rather with a 
fluid and multifaceted compound of many behavioral modes
verbal. tonal, postural, contextual, etc.-all of which qualify the 
meaning of all the others. The various elements of this compound 
(considered as a whole) are capable of highly varied and complex 
permutations, ranging from the congruent to the incongruent and 
paradoxical. The pragmatic effect of these combinations in inter
personal situations will be our interest herein. 

2.23 

The impossibility of not communicating is a phenomenon of 
more than theoretical interest. It is, for instance, part and parcel 
of the schizophrenic "dilemma." If schizophrenic behavior is ob
served with etiological considerations in abeyance, it appears that 
the schizophrenic tries not to communicate. But since even non
sense, silence, withdrawal, immobility (postural silence). or any 
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other form of denial is itself a communication, the schizophrenic is 
faced with the impossible task of denying that he is communicating 
and at the same time den:ying that his denial is a communication. 
The realization of this basic dilemma in schizophrenia is a key to 
a good many aspects of schizophrenic communication that would 
otherwise remain obscure. Since any communication, as we shall 
see, implies comInitment and thereby defines the sender's view of 
his relationship with the receiver, it can be !u:pothesized that the 
schizophrenic b~ as if he ~.2.ul<L~!~L.f<?E!mitI.I1ep:t by not 
communicatin~ Whether this is his purpose, in the causal sense, is 
of course impossible of proof; that this is th~ effect of schizophrenic 
behavior will be taken up in greater detail in s. 3.2. 

11.24 

To summarize, a metacommunicational axiom of the pragmatics 
of communication can be postulated: one cannot not communicate. 

2.3 

The Content and Relationship Levels of Communication 

a·81 

Another axiom was hinted at in the foregoing when it was sug
gested that .W communication implies aSQ..~ent and' thereby, 
d~s the relationship. This is another way of saying that a c~ 
rp.unic~~ion n01_ on!!.. conveys inforn:.ation, but that at the._ Satn.e 
time it impo,§eli behayior. Following Bateson (I32, pp. 179-fh), 
these two operations have come to be known as the "r~t" and 
the "colEmand" as;e~~!~, respectively, of anL£!?.mmun~!ttiQn. Bate
son exemplifies these two aspects by means of a physiological anal
ogy: let A, B, and C be a linear chain of neurons. Then the firing 
of neurOn B is both a "report" that neuron A has fired and a "com
mand'" for neurOn C 10 fire. 

Tjle J:£Por,1 aspect of a message cQnyqs,information and is, there
fore, SYllO'!!YIl!9Jt..sJnJl11m(lIl commtmic().ti{)n wj~!UPJ:. ,aute1tLo£ the 
m~.mge. It may be about anything that is communicable regardless 
of whether the particular information is true or false, valid, invalid, 
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or undecidable. The c~ct, on the other hand, refers to 
,!!!:g sort of a message it is to be ta.1~as,.and. tbere£or.e.-ulti:tnJl,tely 
tQ thec_t:elatiot:l.ship beuy~enthe communicants. All such relation
ship statements are about one or several of the following assertions: 
'~yself ... this.J~J!C?~!se,~,"you ... thi~j~ .. bC?'! 
I see.J:?~_.!~~~EILme ... " and so forth in theoretically infinite re
gress. Thus, for instance, the messages "It is important to release 

J 
the clutch gradually and smoothly" and "Just let the clutch go, 
it'll ruin the transmission in no time" have approximately the same 
information content (report aspect), b~th.<:'Y()l>vious.!y define very 
diJferentre1ationships. To avoid any misunderstanding"about the 
foregoing, we want to make it clear that relationships are only. 
rarely defined deliberately or with full awareness. In fact, it seems 
that th~_!:n..ore!;pontaneous and .. ~lthy!! a relationship, the more 
the relationship aspect of communication recedes into the back
gr()llIld. Converse1y, "~!.ck" relatWnWps are characterized by a ~Jl~ 
s!~ms,truggle}lbout the nature of the relationship, with the c(mtent 
aspect of~ommu~ication becoming less and less important. 

2·32 

It is quite interesting that before behavioral scientists began to 
wonder about these aspects of human communication, computer 
engineers had come across the same problem in their work. It be
came clear to them that when communicating with an artificial 
organism, their communications had to have both report and com· 
mand aspects. For instance, if a computer is to multiply two figures, 
it must be fed this information (the two figures) and information 
about this information: the command "multiply them." 

Now, what is important for our consideration is the relation 
existing between the content (report) and the relationship (com-

, mand) aspects of communication. In essence it has already been de
fined in the preceding paragr;ph when it was mentioned that a 
computer needs information (data) and information about this in
formation (instructions). Clearly, then, the' instructions are of a 
higher logical type than the data; they are 1!!e.~a:£nformati(m since 
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they are inforn:l,!~iot\ about information, and any confusion be
tweenthe-i~o would lead to a meaningless result. 

~·33 

If we now return to human communication, we see that the same 
rel~~~~ist~.between the report and the command aspects: the 
former conveys the "data" of the communication, the latter how 
this communication is to be taken. "~hlsis_~l! __ Q!~er" or "I am only 
jok~t:J.g" are ver~al_e~~<l:!ll..E.I~!...QLsuch .. coml!lu.I!kat_i9Ils about com· 
mun!cation. The relationship can also be expressed nonverbally by 

-'---~------" '---'-

shouting or smiling or in a number of othg ways. And the relation-
sh'i~ay be clearly understood from the context in which the 
communication takes place, e.g., between uniformed soldiers, or in 
a circus ring. 

The reader will have noticed that tEe relationphip aspect of a 
communication, being a communication about a cQmmunication, is, 
of course, identical with the ~oncept;;f me;~c;;;;:munu:ation elab· 
orated in t¥ first chapter, where it was limited to the conceptual 
framework(and to the language the communication analyst must 
employ wh~n communicating about communication. Now it can be 
seen that not only he but everyone is faced with this problem. The 
ability ~!!l:~\!!-£Q1!ll!t1!!1icate appropriately is not only the conditio 
,fine qua non 'of successful communication, but is inthnately link~d 
with the ... enormous problem of awareness of self and others. This 
point will be explained in greater detail in s. 3.3. For the moment, 
and by way of illustration, we merely want to show that messages 
can be constructed, especially i!,l yyritten.cQ!flmunicati0D:, lIl,lJidLPk 
fer highly ambiguous metacommupicational cltt~~ ... ~s CherrL(J4, 
p. 120) points out, the sentence/'Do y;; think that one will do?;'\ 
can have a variety of meanings, aCGOrdingto.:which word is to be 

.. stressed-an indication that written language usually does not sup
ply. Another example would be a sign in a restaurant reading "Cus
tomers who think our waiters are rude should see the manager," 
which, at least in theory, can be understood in two entirely different 
ways. Ambiguities of this kind are not the only possible complica-
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tions arising out of the level structure of all communication; con
sider, for instance, a notice that reads "D~,:rhis<.Sign." As we 
shall see in the chapter on paradoxical commuJlication, confusions 
or contaminations between these levels-communication and meta-

...... _","C''''~'~--

cQm!!!.'!I!~~ation-=-may lead to impasses identicarfn-;!ructure to 
those of the famous paradoxes in logic. 

2·34 
For the time being let us merely suml}larize the foregoing into 

another axiom of our tentative calculus:/Every communication has 
a content and a relationship aspect such that the latter classifies the 
former and is therefore a metacommunication., 

2.4 

The Punctuation of the Sequence of Events 

2.41 

The next basic characteristic of communication we wish to ex
plore regards interaction-exchanges of messages-between com
municants. To an outside observer, a series of communications can 
be viewed as an uninterrupted sequence of interchanges. However, 
the participants in the interaction always introduce what, following 
Whorf (I65), Bateson and Jackson have termed the "punctuation of 
the sequence of events." They state: 

The stimulus-response psychologist typically confines 
his attention to sequences of interchange so short that 
it is possible to label one item of input as "stimulus" 
and another item as "reinforcement" while labelling 
what the subject does between these two events as "re
sponse." Within the short sequence so excised, it is 

a We have chosen, somewhat arbitrarily, to say that the relationship classifies, 
or subsumes, the content aspect, although it is equally accurate in logical analy
sis to say that the class is defined by its members and therefore the content 
aspect can be said to define the relationship aspect. Since our primary interest 
is not information exchange but the pragmatics of communication. we will use 
the former approach. 
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possible to talk about the "psychology" of the subject. 
In contrast, the sequences of interchange which we are 
here discussing are very much longer and therefore 
have the characteristic that every item in the sequence 
is simultaneously stimulus, response and reinforce
ment. A given item of A's behavior is a stimulus inso
far as it is followed by an item contributed by Band 
that by another item contributed by A. But insofar as 
A's item is sandwiched between two items contributed 
by B, it is a response. Similarly A's item is a reinforce
ment insofar as it follows an item contributed by B. The 
ongoing interchanges, then, which we are here discuss
ing, constitute a chain of ()Verlapping triadic links, 
each of which is comparable to a stimulus-response
reinforcement sequence. We can take any triad of our 
interchan~e and see it as a single trial in a stimulus
response learning experiment. 

If we look at the conventional learning experiments 
from this point of view, we observe at once that re
peated trials amount to a differentiation of r-elation
ship between the two organisms concerned-the ex
perimenter and his subject. The sequence of trials is 
so punctuated that it is always the experimenter who 
seems to provide the "stimuli" and the "reinforce
ments," while the subject provides the "responses." 
These words are here deliberately put in quotation 
marks because the role definitions are in fact only 
created by the willingness of the organisms to accept 
the system of punctuation. The "reality" of the role 
definitions is only of the same order as the reality of a 
bat on a Rorschach card-a more or less over-deter
mined creation of the perceptive process. The rat who 
said "I have got my experimenter trained. Each time I 
press the lever he gives me food" was declining to ac
cept the punctuation of the sequence wWch the experi
menter was seeking to impose. 
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It is still true, however, that in a long sequence of 
interchange, the organisms concerned-especially if 

ithese be people-will in fact punctuate the sequence 
t so that it will appear that one or the other has initia
tive, dominance, dependency or the like. That is, they 
will set up between them ~atterns of in~change (about 
which they mayor may not be in agreement)ano. these 
patterns will in fact be rules of contingency regarding 
the exchange of reinforcement. While rats are too nice 
to re-Iabel, some psychiatric patients are not, and pro-

\ vide psychological trauma for the therapist! (I91 pp. 

~73-'l4) 

It is not the issue here whether punctuation of communicational 
sequence is, in general, good or bad, as it should be immediately 
obvious that puncE:,.ation orgl!:!!.izes behavioral _~ is .!~ 
~~.~ter~~: Culturally, we share many con
ventions of punctuation which, while no more or less accurate than 
other views of the same events, serve to organize common and im
portant interactional sequences. For example, we call a person in 
a group behaving in one way the "leader" and another the "fol
lower," although on reflection it is difficult to say which comes first 
or where one would be without the other. 

2·42 

Disagreement about how to punctuate the sequence of events is 
at the root of countless relationship struggles. Suppose a couple 
have a marital problem to which he contributes passive withdrawal, 
while her 50 per cent is nagging criticism. In explaining their 
frustrations, the husband will state that withdrawal is his only 
defense against her nagging, while she will label this explanation 
a gross and willful distortion of what "really" happens in their 
marriage: namely, that she is critical of him because of his pas
sivity. Stripped of all ephemeral and fortuitous elements, their 
fights consist in a monotonous exchange of the messages "I with
draw because you nag" and "I nag because you withdraw." This 
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type of interaction has already been mentioned briefly in s. 1.65. 
Represented graphically, with an arbitrary beginning point, their 
interaction looks somewhat like this: 
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It can be seen that the husband only perceives triads 2-3-4, 
4-5-6, 6-7-8, etc., where his behavior (solid arrows) is "merely" a 
response to her behavior (the broken arrows). With her it is ex
actly the other way around; she punctuates the sequence of events 
into the triads 1-2-3, 3-4-5, 5-6-7, etc., and sees herself as only 
reacting to, but not determining, her husband's behavior. In con
joint psychotherapy with couples one is frequently struck by the 
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intensity of what in traditional psychotherapy would be referred 
to as "reality distortion" on the part of both parties. It is often 
hard to believe that two individuals could have such divergent 
views on many elements of joint experience. And yet the problem 
lies primarily in an area already frequently mentioned: .. fueir in
ability to metacommunicate about their respec~te~ning Of' 
~i~tion is of an oscillatory yes-rio:yes. 
~ch theoretically can go on ad infinitum and al
most invariably is accompanied, as we shall see later, by the typical 
charges of badness or madness. 

International relations, too, are rife with analogous patterns of 
interaction; take for instance C. E. M. load's analysis of arms races: 

2·43 

. . . if, as they maintain, the best way to preserve 
peace is to prepare war, it is not altogether clear why 
all nations should regard the armaments of other na· 
tions as a menace to peace. However, they do so regard 
them, and are accordingly stimulated to increase their 
armaments to overtop the armaments by which they 
conceive themselves to be threatened. . . . These in· 
creased a-rms being in their turn regarded as a menace 
by nation A whose allegedly defensive armaments 
have provoked them, are used by nation A as a pre
text for accumulating yet greater armaments where
with to defend itself against the menace. Yet these 
greater armaments are in turn interpreted by neigh. 
bouring nations as constituting a menace to themselves 
and. so on. . . . (79, p. 69) 

Again, mathematics supplies a descriptive analogy: the concept. 
of "infinite, oscillating series." While the term itself was intro
duced much later. series of this kind were studied in a logical, con
sistent manner for the first time by the Austrian priest Bernard 
Bolzano shortly before his death in 1848, when, it would appear. 
he was deeply involved with the meaning of infinity. His thoughts 
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appeared posthumously in the form of a small book entitled The 
Paradoxes of the Infinite ()o), which became a classic of mathe.
matical literature. In it Bolzano studied various kinds of series (S). 
of which perhaps the simplest is the following: 

For our purposes this series may be taken to stand for a commu
nicational sequence of assertions and denials of message a. Now, as 
Balzano showed, this sequence can be grouped-or, as we would 
say, punctuated-in several different, but arithmetically correct, 
ways.4 The result is a different limit for the series depending on 
how one chooses to punctuate, the sequence of its elements, a result 
which consternated many mathematicians, including Leibnitz. Un
fortunately, as far as we can see, the solution of the paradox offered 
eventually by Balzano is of no help in the analogous communica
tional dilemma. There, as Bateson (17) suggests, the dilemma arises 
out of the spurious punctuation of the series, namely, the pretense 
that it has a beginning, and this is precisely the error of the part
ners in such a situation. 

2·44 
Thus we add a third metacommunicational axiom: The nature 

of a relationship is contingent upon the punctuation of the com
municational sequences between the communicants. 

'The three possible groupings ("punctuations") are: 
S = (a - a) + (a - a) + (a a) + (a - a) + ... 
=0+0+0+ .•• 
=0 

Another way of grouping the elements of the sequence would be: 
S = a - (a - a) _ (a _ a) _ (a _ a) - (a - a) - ... 
=a-O-O-O .•• 
=a 

Still another way would be: 
S=a-~-a+a_a+a_a+a_ .. ~ 

and since the elements contained in the brackets are nothing but the series 
itself. it follows that: 

S=a,-S 
a 

Therefore 2S = a, and S = it. (30. pp. 49-50) 
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2.5 

Digital and Analogic Communication 

2.!)1 

In the central nervous system the functional units (neurons) 
receive so-called quantal packages of information through connect
ing elements (synapses). Upon arrival at the synapses these "pack
ages" produce excitatory or inhibitory postsynaptic potentials that 
are summed up by the neuron and either cause or inhibit its firing. 
This specific part of neural activity, consisting in the occurrence or 
nonoccurrence of its firing, therefore conveys binary digital infor
mation. The humoral system, on the other hand, is not based on 
digitalization of information. This system communicates by releas
ing discrete quantities of specific substances into the bloodstream. 
It is further known that the neural and the humoral modes of 
intraorganismic communication exist not only side by side, but 
that they complement and are contingent upon each other, often in 
highly complex ways. 

The same two basic modes of communication can be found at 
work in the field of man-made organisms: I; there are computers 
which utilize the all-or.-none principle of vacuum tubes or tran
sistors and are called digital, because they are basically calculators 
working with digits; and there is another class of machines that 
manipulate discrete, positive magnitudes-the analogues of the 
data-and hence are called analogic. In digital computers both 

S Interestingly enough, there is reason to believe that computer engineers ar
rived at this result quite independently from what the physiologists already 
knew at the time, a fact which in itself provides a beautiful illustration of 
von Bertalanffy's (25) postulate that complex systems have their own inherent 
lawfulness that can be followed throughout the various systemic levels, i.e., the 
atomic, molecular, cellular, organismic, individual, societal, etc. The story goes 
that during an interdisciplinary Slithering of scientists interested in feedback 
phenomena (probably one of the Josiah Macy Foundation meetings), the great 
histologist von Bonin was shown the wiring diagram of a selective reading de· 
vice and immediately said: "But this is just a diagram of the third layer of the 
visual cortex ..•. " We cannot vouch for the authenticity of this story, but 
would hold it with the Italian proverb "se non e vero, eben trovato" (even if 
it is not true, it still makes a good story). 
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data and instructions are processed in the form of numbers so that 
often, especially in the case of the instructions, there is only an 
arbitrary correspondence between the particular piece of informa
tion and its digital expression. In other words. these numbers are 
arbitrarily assigned code names which have as little resemblance to 
actual magnitudes as do the telephone numbers assigned to the 
subscribers. On the other hand, as we have already seen, the anal
ogy principle is the essence of all analogic computation. Just as in 
the humoral system of natural organisms the carriers of informa
tion are certain substances and their concentration in the blood
stream, in analogue computers data take the form of discrete and, 
therefore, always positive quantities, e.g., the intensity of electrical 
currents, the number of revolutions of a wheel. the degree of dis
placement of components. and the like. A so-called tide machine 
(an instrument composed of scales, cogs. and levers formerly used 
to compute the tides for any given time) can be considered a simple 
analogue computer, and. of course, Ashby's homeostat, mentioned 
in Chapter 1, is a paradigm of an analogue machine, even though 
it does not compute anything. 

2.52 

In human communication, objects-in the widest sense-can be 
referred to in two entirely different ways. They can either be rep
resented by a likeness, such as a drawing. or they can be referred 
to by a name. Thus. in the written sentence "The cat has caught 
a mouse" the nouns could be replaced by, pi<;turesj if the sentence 
were spoken, the actual cat and the mouse could be pointed to. 
Needless to say. this would be an unusual way of communicating. 
and normally the written or spoken ."name...,:' that is, the word, is 
used. These two types of communication-the one by a self
explanatory likeness, the other by a word-are, of course, also 
equivalent to the concepts of the analogic and the digital respec-

_'~'A~'''',.7Cti~_~_" 

tively. Whenever a word is used to name something it is obvious 
that the relation between the name and the thing named is an ar
bitrarily established one. Words are arbitrary signs that are manipu
lated according to the logical syntax of language. There is no par
ticular reason why the three letters "c-a-t" should denote a particular 
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animal. In ultimate analysis it is only a semantic convention of the 
English language, and outside this convention there exists no other 
correlation between any word and the thing it stands for, with the 
possible but insignificant exception of onomatopoeic words. As Bate
son and Jackson point out: "There is nothing particularly five-like 
in the number five; there is nothing particularly table-like in the 
word 'table'" (I9, p. 271). 

In analogic communication, on the other hand, there is some
thing particularly "thing-like" in what is used to express the thing. 
Analogic communication can be more readily referred to the thing 
it stands for. The difference between these two modes of commu
nication may become somewhat dearer if it is realized that no 
amount of listening to a foreign language on the radio, for ex
ample, will yield an understanding of the language, whereas some 
basic information can fairly easily be derived from watching sign 
language and from so-called intention movements, even when used 
by a person of a totally different culture. Analogic communication, 
we suggest, has its roots in far more archaic periods of evolution 
and is, therefore, of much more general validity than the relatively 
recent, and far more abstract, digital mode of verbal communica
tion. 

What then isa~QmmJ!-!!ication? TJ!!:. answe,r is relatively 
simple: it is .xirtually all nonverbaCcommunication. This term, 
ho~ever, is dece~~~useitTs-oTteii~'reStrrcteat(1)ody move
ment only, to the beha~ior~Wll as kinesics. We ~ld that the, 
te:r:!!l ~~st comprise posture, ges~u";~""Thdal ~!.E!~!Q!b voice inflec
tion, the sequence, rhythm, and cadence of the words themselves, 
a;~ nonverbat;~ati~hlWhiai-nre-organism is 
capable, as well as the communicational dues unfailingly present 
in any context in which an interaction takes place.6 

2·5~ 

Man is the only organism known to use both the analogic and 

SThe paramount communicational significance of context is all too easily 
overlooked in the analysis of human communication, and yet anyone who 
brushed his teeth in a busy street rather than in his bathroom might be quickly 
carted off to a police station or to a lunatic asylum-to give just one example 
of the pragmatic effects of nonverbal communication. 
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the digital modes of communication.7 The significance of this is 
still very inadequately understood, but can hardly be overrated. 
On the one hand there can be no doubt that man communicates 
digitally. In fact, most, if not all, of his civilized achievements 
would be unthinkable without his having evolved digital language. 
This is particularly important for the sharing of information about 
objects and for the time-binding function of the transmission of 
knowledge. And yet there exists a vast area where we rely almost 
exclusively on analogic communication, often with very little 
change from the analogic inheritance handed down to us from our 
mammalian ancestors. This is the area of relationship. Based on 
Tinbergen (I5.3) and Lorenz (96), as well as his own research, 
Bateson (8) has shown that vocalizations, intention movements, and 
mood signs of animals are analogic communications by which they 
define the nature of their relationships, rather than making de
notative statements about objects. Thus, to take one of his exam
ples, when I open the refrigerator and the cat comes, rubs against 
my legs, and mews, this does not mean "I want milk"-as a human 
being would express 'it-but invokes a specific relationship, "Be 
mother to me," because such behavior is only observed in kittens 
in relation to adult cats, and never between two grown-up animals. 
Conversely, pet lovers often are convinced that their animals 
"understand" their speech. What the animal does understand, 
needless to say, is certainly not the meaning of the words, but the 
wealth of ~nalogic communication that goes with speech. Indeed, 
wherever relationship is the central issue of communication, we 
find that digital language is almost meaningless., This is not only 
the case between animals and between man and animal, but in 
many other contingencies in human life, e.g., courtship, love, suc
cor, combat, and, of course, in all dealings with very young children 
or severely disturbed mental patients.,,;,Children~ fools, and animals 
have always been credited with pa-rticular intuition regarding the 
sincerity or insincerity of human attitudes, for it i~rofess 
so~ng verbally, but difficult to carry a lie into the realm of 
th,.! analogic:...., 

1 There is reason to believe that whales and dolphins may also use digital 
communication, but the research in this area is not yet conclusive. 
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In short, if we remember that every communication has a con
tent and a relationship aspect, we can expect to find that the two 
modes of communication not only exist side by side but comple
ment each other in every message. We can further expect to find 
that the content aspect is likely to be conveyed digitally whereas 
the relationship aspect will be predominantly analogic in nature. 

2·54 
In this correspondence lies the pragmatic importance of certain 

differences between the digital and analogic modes of communica
tion which will now be considered. In order to make these differ
ences clear, we can return to the digital and analogic modes as 
represented in artificial communication systems. 

The performance, accuracy. and versatility of the two types of 
computers-digital and analogue-are vastly different. The ana
logues used in analogue computers in lieu of actual magnitudes can 
never be more than approximations of the real values. and this 
ever-present source of inaccuracy is further increased during the 
process of the computer operations themselves. Cogs, gears, and 
transmissions can never be built to perfection, and even when 
analogue machines rely entirely on discrete intensities of electrical 
currents, electrical resistances, rheostats, and the like, these ana
logues are still subject to virtually uncontrollable fluctuations. A 
digital machine, on the other hand, could be said to work with 
perfect precision if space for storing digits were not restricted, thus 
making it necessary to round off any results having more digits 
than the machine could hold. Anyone who has used a slide rule 
(an excellent example of an analogue computer) knows that he can 
only get an approximate result, while any desk calculator will 
supply an exact result, as long as the digits required do not exceed 
the maximum the calculator can handle. 

Apart from its perfect precision, the digital computer has the 
enormous advantage of being not only an arithmetic, but also a 
logical, machine. McCulloch and Pitts (IOI) have shown that the 
sixteen truth functions of the logical calculus can be represented 
by combinations of all-or-none organs, so that, for instance, the 
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summation of two pulses will represent the logical "and," the 
mutual exclusiveness of two pulses represents the logical "or," a 
pulse which inhibits the firing of an element represents negation, 
etc. Nothing even remotely comparable is possible in analogue 
computers. Since they operate only with discrete, positive quantities 
they are unable to represent any negative value, including negation 
itself, or any of the other truth functions. 

Some of the characteristics of computers also apply to human 
communication: digital message material is of a much higher de
gree of complexity, versatility, and abstraction than analogic ma
terial. Specifically, we find that analogue communication has noth
ing comparable to the logical syntax of digital language. This 
means that in analogic language there are no equivalents for such 
vitally important elements of discourse as "if-then," "either--or," 
and many others, and that the expression of abstract concepts is 
as difficult, if not impossible, as in primitive picture writing, where 
every concept can only be represented by its physical likeness. 
Furthermore, analogic language shares with analogic computing 
the lack of the simple negative, i.e., an expression for "not." 

To illustrate: there are tears of sorrow and tears of joy, the 
clenched fist may signal aggression or constraint, a smile may con
vey sympathy or contempt, reticence can be interpreted as tactful· 
ness or indifference, and we wonder if perhaps all analogic meso 
sages have this curiously ambiguous quality, reminiscent of Freud's 
Gegensinn der Urworte (antithetical sense of primal words). Anal
ogic communication has no qualifiers to indicate which of two 
discrepant meanings is implied, nor any indicators that would per
mit a distinction between past, present, or future.8 These qualifiers 

8 By now the reader will have discovered for himself how suggestive a simi
larity there exists between the analogic and the digital modes of communication 
and the psychoanalytic concepts of primary and secondary processes respectively. 
If transposed from the intrapsychic to the interpersonal frame of reference, 
Freud's description of the id becomes virtually a definition of analogic com· 
munication: 

The laws of logic-above all, the law of contradiction-do not 
hold tor processes in the id. Contradictory impulses exist side by 
side without neutralizing each other or drawing apart .••• 
There is nothing in the id which can be compared to negation. 
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and indicators do, of course, exist in digital communication. But 
what is lacking in digital communication is an adequate vocabulary 
for the contingencies of relationship. 

Man, in his necessity to combine these two languages, either as 
sender or receiver, must constantly translate from the one into the 
other, and in doing so encounters very curious dilemmas, which 
will be taken up in greater detail in the chapter on pathological 
communication (s. 3.5). For in human communication, the diffi· 
culty of translation exists both ways. Not only can there be no 
translation from the digital into the analogic mode without great 
loss of information (see s. 3.55 on hysterical symptom formation), 
but the opposite is also extraordinarily difficult:~to talk about rela . 

. J!?ll~hip require~~~.JmwlatiQn from the~n'!!9gic~~e 
digital mode of communication. Finally we can imagine similar 
~.~~~--,---,-

problems whentne' twomooesmtfst coexist, as Haley has noted in 
his excellent chapter, "Marriage Therapy": 

When a man and a woman decide their association 
should be legalized with a marriage ceremony, they 
pose themselves a problem which will continue 
through the marriage: now that they are married are 
they staying together because they wish to or because 
they must? (60, p. 119) 

In the light of the foregoing, we would say that when to the 
mostly analogic part of their relationship (courtship behavior) is 
added a digitalization (the marriage contract) an unambiguous def· 
inition of their relationship becomes very problematic.9 

2·55 
To summarize: Human beings communicate both digitally and 

analogically. Digital language has a highly complex and powerful 

and we are astonished to find in it an exception to the philos
ophers' assertion that space and time are necessary forms of our 
mental acts (49, p. 104; italics ours) 

8 For the same reasons, it is possible to suggest that divorce would be experi
enced as something much more definite if the usually dry and uninspiring legal 
act of obtaining the final decree were implemented by some form of analogic 
ritual of final separation. 

66 



SOME TENTATIVE AXIOMS OF COMMUNICATION 2.6 

logical syntax but lacks adequate semantics in the field of relation
ship, while analogic language possesses the semantics but has no 
adequate syntax for the unambiguous definition of the nature of 
relationships. 

2.6 

Symmetrical and Complementary Interaction 

1/.61 

In 1935 Bateson (6) reported on an interactional phenomenon 
which he observed in the Iatmul tribe in New Guinea and which, 
in his book Naven (ro), published a year later, he dealt with in 
greater detail. He called this phenomenon schismogenesis and de
fined it as a process of differentiation in the norms of individual 
behavior resulting from cumulative interaction between individ
uals. In 1939 Richardson (I.25) applied this concept to his analyses 
of war and foreign politics; since 1952 Bateson and others, have 
demonstrated its usefulness in the field of psychiatric research 
(Cf. I57. pp. 7-17; also I4]). This concept, which, as we can see, 
has a heuristic value beyond the confines of anyone discipline, was 
daborated by Bateson in Naven as follows: 

When our discipline is defined in terms of the re
actions of an individual to the reactions of other in
dividuals, it is at once apparent that we must regard 
the relationship between two individuals as liable to 
alter from time to time. even without disturbance 
from outside. We have to consider, not only A's re
actions to B's behaviour, but we must go on to con
sider how these affect B's later behaviour and the 
effect of this on A. 

It is at once apparent that many systems of rela
tionship, either between individuals or groups of in
dividuals, contain a tendency towards progressive 
change. If, for example. one of the patterns of cul
tural behaviour, considered appropriate in individual 
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2.62 

A, is culturally labelled as an assertive pattern, while 
B is expected to reply to this with what is culturally 
regarded as submission, it is likely that this submission 
will encourage a further assertion, and that this asser
tion will demand still further submission. We have 
thus a potentially progressive state of affairs, and un
less other factors are present to restrain the excesses 
of assertive and submissive behavior, A must neces
sarily become more and more assertive, while B will 
become more and more submissive; and this progres
sive change will occur whether A and B are separate 
individuals or members of complementary groups. 

Progressive changes of this sort we may describe as 
complementary schismogenesis. But there is another 
pattern of relationships between individuals or groups 
of individuals which equally contains the germs of 
progressive change. If, for example, we find boasting 
as the cultural pattern of behaviour in one group, 
and that the other group replies to this with boasting. 
a competitive situation may develop in which boasting 
leads to more boasting, and so on. This type of pro
gressive change we may call symmetrical schismogen
esis. (ro, pp. 176-77) 

The two patterns just described have come to be used without 
reference to the schismogenetic process and are now usually re
ferred to simply as symmetrical and complementary interaction. 
They can be described as !~lation~s based on eithet..e!l!!.ill!Y_.£!.~ 
difference. In the first case the partners tend to mirror each other's 

-. behavior, and thu~ their interaction can be termed -;Y~metrical. -. Weakness or strength, goodness or badness, are not relevant here, 
for equality can be maintained in any of these areas. In the second 
case one ~rtner's behav!or complements that of the other, form
i~g a differen~~ __ of behaviora!_gestal;_~.n~ is calIed comple
~ta"'1-, Sym-!!letric~l interaction, then, is characterized by ~ual-
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~t~d the ~nimization of difference, while complementary in
teraction is based on the maximization of difference. 

There are two different Positions in a comPlementary relation
ship. One partner occupies what has been variously described as 
the superior, primary, or "one-up" position, and the other the 
corresponding inferior, secondary, or "one-down" position. These 
terms are quite useful as long as they are not equated with "good" 
or "bad," "strong" or "weak." A complementary relationship may 
be set by the social or cultural context (as in the cases of mother 
and infant, doctor and patient, or teacher and student), or it may 
be the idiosyncratic relationship style of a particular dyad. In 
either case, it is important to emphasize the interlocking nature 
of the relationship, in which dissimilar but fitted behaviors evoke 
each other. One partner does not impose a complementary rela
tionship on the other, but rather each behaves in a manner which 
presupposes, while at the same time providing reasons for, the be
havior of the other: their definitions of the relationship (s. 2.3) fit. 

2.63 

A third type of relationship has been suggested-"metacomple
mentary," in which A lets or forces B to be in charge of him; by 
the same reasoning, we could also add "pseudosymmetry," in which 
A lets or forces B to be symmetrical. This potentially infinite re
gress can, however, be avoided by recalling the distinction made 
earlier (5. 1.4) between the observation of behavioral redundancies 
and their inferred explanations, in the form of mythologies; that 
is, we are interested in ho'll' the pair behave without being dis
tracted by why (they believe) they so conduct themselves. If, 
though, the individuals involved avail themselves of the multiple 
levels of communication (s. 2.22) in order to express different 
patterns on different levels, paradoxical results of significant prag
matic importance may arise (5. 5.41; 6.42, ex. 3; 7.5, ex. lid). 

2.64 

The potential pathologies (escalation in symmetry and rigidity 
in complementarity) of these modes of communication will be 
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dealt with in the next chapter. For the present,we can state simply 
our last tentative axiom: All communicational interchanges aTe 
either symmetrical or complementary, depending on whether they 
are based on equality or difference. 

2.7 

Summary 

Regarding the above axioms in general, some qualifications 
should be re-emphasized. First, it should be clear that they are put 
forth tentatively, rather informally defined and certainly more 
preliminary than exhaustive. Second, they are, among themselves, 
quite heterogeneous in that they draw from widely ranging ob
servations on communication phenomena. They are unified not 
by their origins but by their pragmatic importance, which in turn 
rests not so much on their particulars as on their interpersonal 
(rather than monadic) reference. Birdwhistell has even gone so 
far as to suggest that 

an individual does not communicate; he engages in or 
becomes part of communication. He may move, or 
make noises . . . but he does not communicate. In a 
parallel fashion, he may see, he may hear, smell, taste, 
or feel-but he does not communicate. In other 
words, he does not originate communication; he par
ticipates in it. Communication as a system, then, is 
not to be understood on a simple model of action and 
reaction, however complexly stated. As a system, it is 
to be comprehended on the transactional level. (28, 
p. 104) 

Thus, the impossibility of not communicating makes all two-or
more-person situations interpersonal, communicative ones; the re
lationship aspect of such communication further specifies this same 
point. The pragmatic, interpersonal importance of the digital and 
analogic modes lies not only in its hypothesized isomorphism with 
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content and relationship, but in the inevitable and significant 
ambiguity which both sender and receiver face in problems of 
translation from the one mode to the other. The description of 
problems of punctuation rests precisely on the underlying meta
morphosis of the classic action-reaction model. Finally. the sym
metry-complementarity paradigm comes perhaps closest to the 
mathematical concept of function, the individuals' positions merely 
being variables with an infinity of possible values whose meaning 
is not absolute but rather emerges only in relation to each other. 



Chapter 3 

Pathological Communication 

3.1 

In troduction 

Each of the axioms just described implies, as corollaries, certain 
inherent pathologies that will now be elaborated. In our opinion, 
the pragmatic effects of these axioms can be illustrated best by 
relating them to disturbances that can develop in human com
munication. That is, given certain principles of communication, 
we shall examine in what ways and with what consequences these 
principles can be distorted. It will be seen that the behavioral 
consequences of such phenomena often correspond to various in
dividual psychopathologies, so that in addition to. exemplifying 
our theory we will be suggesting another framework in which the 
behavior usually seen as symptomatic of mental illness may be 
viewed. (The pathologies of each axiom will be considered in the 
same sequence as in Chapter 2, except for some inevitable over
lapping as our material rapidly becomes more complex.1) 

3.2 

The Impossibility of Not Communicating 

Mention has already been made in the foregoing (s. 2.23) of the 
schizophrenics' dilemma when it was pointed out that these pa-

1 Transcripts of verbal interchanges simplify the material considerably but 
are for that very reason ultimately unsatisfactory, because they convey little 
more than lexical content and are devoid of most analogic material, such as 
voice inflection, rate of speech, pauses, the emotional overtones contained in 
laughing, sighing, etc. For a similar analysis of examples of interaction, pro
duced both in written and sound-recorded form, d. Watzlawick (IS7). 
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tients behave as if they tried to deny that they are communicating 
and then find it necessary to deny also that their denial is itself a 
communication. But it is equally possible that the patient may 
seem to want to communicate without, however, accepting the 
commitment inherent in all communication. For example, a young 
schizophrenic woman bounced into a psychiatrist's office for her 
first interview and cheerfully announced: "My mother had to get 
married and now I am here." It took weeks to elucidate some of 
the many meanings she had condensed into this statement, mean
ings that were at the same time disqualified both by their cryptic 
format and by her display of apparent humor and zestfulness. Her 
gambit, as it turned out, was supposed to inform the therapist that 

(1) she was the result of an illegitimate pregnancy; 
(2) this fact had somehow caused her psychosis; 
(3) "had to get married," referring to the shotgun nature of the 

mother's wedding, could either mean that Mother was not to 
be blamed because social pressure had forced her into the 
marriage, or that Mother resented the forced nature of the 
situation and blamed the patient's existence for it; 

(4) "here" meant both the psychiatrist's office and the patient's 
existence on earth, and thus implied that on the one hand 
Mother had driven her crazy while on the other hand she had 
to be eternally indebted to her mother who had sinned and 
suffered to bring her into the world. 

8.21 

"Schizophrenese," then, is a language which leaves it up to the 
listener to take his choice from among many possible meanings 
which are not only different from but may even be incompatible 
with one another. Thus, it becomes possible to deny any or all 
aspects of a message. If pressed for an answer to what she had meant 
by her remark, the patient above could conceivably have said cas
ually: "Oh, I don't know; I guess I must be crazy." If asked for an 
elucidation of anyone aspect of it, she could have answered: "Oh 
no, this is not at all what I meant .... " But even though con
densed beyond immediate recognition, her statement is a cogent 
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description of the paradoxical situation in which she finds herself, 
and the remark "I must be crazy" could be quite appropriate in 
view of the amount of self-deception necessary to adapt herself to 
this paradoxical universe. For an extensive discussion of negation 
of communication in schizophrenia, the reader is referred to Haley 
(60, pp. 89-99), where there is a suggestive analogy to the clinical 
subgroups of schizophrenia . 

.3.~2 

The converse situation exists in Through the Looking Glass 
when Alice's straightforward communication is corrupted by the 
Red and the White Queens' "brainwashing." They allege that 
Alice is trying to deny something and attribute this to her state 
of mind: 

"I'm sure I didn't mean-" Alice was beginning, 
but the Red Queen interrupted her impatiently. 

"That's just what I complain of! You should have 
meantl What do you suppose is the use of a child 
without any meaning? Even a joke should have a 
meaning-and a child is more important than a joke, 
I hope. You couldn't deny that, even if you tried with 
both hands." 

"I don't deny things with my hands," Alice ob
jected. 

"Nobody said you did," said the Red Queen. "I 
said you couldn't if you tried." 

"She is in that state of mind," said the White 
Queen, "that she wants to deny something-only she 
doesn't know what to deny!" 

"A nasty, vicious temper," the Red Queen re
marked; and then there was an uncomfortable silence 
for a minute or two. 

One can only marvel at the author's intuitive insight into the 
pragmatic effects of this kind of illogical communication, for after 
some more of this brainwashing he lets Alice faint. 
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3·23 
The phenomenon in question, however, is not limited to fairy 

tales or schizophrenia. It has much wider implications for human 
interaction. Conceivably the attempt not to communicate will 
exist in any other context in which the commitment inherent in 
all communication is to be avoided. A typical situation of this kind 
is the meeting of two strangers, one of whom wants to make con
versation and the other does not, e.g., two airplane passengers sit
ting next to each other.2 Let passenger A be the one who does not 
want to talk. There are two things he cannot do: he cannot phys
ically leave the field, and he cannot not communicate. The prag
matics of this communicational context are thus narrowed down 
to a very few possible reactions: 

,.23l "Rejection" of Communication 
Passenger A can make it clear to passenger B) more or less 

bluntly, that he is not interested in conversation. Since by the rules 
of good behavior this is reproachable, it will require courage and 
will create a rather strained and embarrassing silence, so that a 
relationship with B has not in fact been avoided. 
,.232 Acceptance of Communication 

Passenger A may give in and make conversation. In all probabil
ity he will hate himself and the other person for his own weakness, 
but this shall not concern us. What is significant is that he will 
soon realize the wisdom of the army rule that "in case of capture 
give only name, rank, and serial number," for passenger B may not 
be willing to stop halfway; he may be determined to find out all 
about A, including the latter's thoughts, feelings, and beliefs. And 
once A has started to respond, he will find it increasingly difficult 
to stop, a fact that is well known to "brainwashers." 

J.233 Disqualification of Communication 
A may defend himself by means of the important technique of 

rlisqualification, i.e., he may communicate in a way that invalidates 

• We want to emphasize once more that for the purposes of our communica
lIonal analysis, the respective motivations of the two individuals are quite 
beside the point. 
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his own communications or those of the other. Disqualifications 
cover a wide range of communicational phenomena, such as self
contradictions, inconsistencies, subject switches, tangentializations, 
incomplete sentences, misunderstandings, obscure style or manner
isms of speech, the literal interpretations of metaphor and the 
metaphorical interpretation of literal remarks, etc.S A splendid ex
ample of this type of communication is given in the opening scene 
of the motion picture Lolita when Quilty, threatened by the pistol
wielding Humbert, goes into a paroxysm of verbal and nonverbal 
gibberish while his rival tries in vain to get across his message: 
"Look, I am going to shoot youl" (The concept of motivation is of 
little use in deciding whether this is sheer panic or a clever de
fense.) Another example is that delightful piece of logical nonsense 
by Lewis Carroll, the poem read by the White Rabbit: 

They told me you had been to her, 
And mentioned me to him: 

She gave me a good character, 
But said I could not swim. 

He sent them word I had not gone 
(We knew it to be true): 

If she should push the matter on, 
What would become of you? 

I gave her one, they gave him two, 
You gave us three or more; 

They all returned from him to you, 
Though they were mine before. 

And so on for three more stanzas. 1£ we now compare this with 
an excerpt from an interview with a normal volunteer subject who 
is obviously uncomfortable in answering a question put to him by 
the interviewer but feels that he should answer it, we find that his 
communication is suggestively similar both in its form and in the 
paucity of its content: 

IInternationalIy, the Italians lead the field with their inimitable response 
"rna ... " which strictly speaking means "but," although it may be used as 
an exclamation to express doubt, agreement, disagreement, bewilderment, in· 
difference, criticism, contempt, anger, resignation, sarcasm, denial, and maybe 
a dozen more things and therefore ultimately nothing. as far as content goes. 
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Interviewer: How does it work out, Mr. R., 
with your parents living in the same town 
as you and your family? 

Mr. R: Well we try, uh, very personally I mean 
· .. uh, I prefer that Mary [his wife] 
takes the lead with them, rather than my 
taking the lead or what. I like to see them, 
but I don't try too much to make it a 
point to be running over or have them 
· . . they know very definitely that . . . 
oh, it's been always before Mary and I 
ever met and it was a thing that was pretty 
much just an accepted fact-in our family 
I was an only child-and they preferred 
that they would never, to the best of their 
ability, not, ah, interfere. I don't think 
there is ... in any case I think there is 
always a-an underlying current there in 
any family, I don't care whether it's our 
family or any family. And it is something 
that even Mary and I feel when we . . . 
both of us are rather perfectionists. And, 
ah, yet again, we're very ... we are ... 
we are st- rigid and ... we expect that 
of the children and we feel that if you got 
to watch out-I mean, if ah . . . you can 
have interference with in-laws, we feel, 
we've seen others with it and we've just 
· .. it's been a thing that my own family 
tried to guard against, but ah ... and, 
uh, like here-why we've . . . I wouldn't 
say we are standoffish to the folks. (r57, 
pp. 20-21) 

It is not surprising that this kind of communication is typically 
resorted to by anybody who is caught in a situation in which he 
feels obliged to communicate but at the same time wants to avoid 
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the commitment inherent in all communication. From the com
municational point of view there is, therefore, no essential differ
ence between the behavior of a so-called normal individual who 
has fallen into the hands of an experienced interviewer and of a 
so-called mentally disturbed individual who finds himself in the 
identical dilemma: neither can leave the field, neither can not 
communicate but presumably for reasons of their own are afraid 
or unwilling to do so. In either case the outcome is likely to be 
gibberish, except that in the case of the mental patient the inter
viewer, if he be a symbol-minded depth psychologist, will tend to 
see it only in terms of unconscious manifestations, while for the 
patient these communications may be a good way of keeping his 
interviewer happy by means of the gentle art of saying nothing by 
saying something. Similarly, an analysis in terms of "cognitive im
pairment" or "irrationality" ignores the necessary consideration of 
context in the evaluation of such communications.4 Let us once 
more point to the fact that at the clinical end of the behavioral 
spectrum, "crazy" communication (behavior) is not necessarily the 
manifestation of a sick mind, but may be the only possible reaction 
to an absurd or untenable communication context. 

J.2J4 The Symptom As Communication 
Finally, there is a fourth response passenger A can use to defend 

himself against B's loquacity:. he can feign sleepiness, deafness, 
drunkenness, ignorance of English, or any other defect or inability 
that will render communication justifiably impossible. In all these 
cases, then, the message is the same, namely, (([ would not mind 
talking to you, but something stronger than I, for which I cannot 
be blamed, prevents me." This invocation of powers or reasons 
beyond one's control still has a rub: A knows that he really is 
cheating. But the communicational "ploy" becomes perfect once a 
person has convinced himself that he is at the mercy of forces be~ 
yond his control and thereby has freed himself of both censure by 

'In this regard, the reader is referred to a communicational analysis of the 
psychoanalytic concept of "transference," which can be seen as the only possible 
response to a most unusual situation. Cf. Jackson and Haley (76), which is also 
diSCUSSed in s. 7.5, example II. 
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significant others as well as the pangs of his own conscience. This, 
however, is just a more complicated way of saying that he has a 
(psychoneurotic, psychosomatic, or psychotic) symptom. Margaret 
Mead, in describing the difference between American and Russian 
personalities, remarked that an American might use the excuse of 
having a headache to get out of going to a party but the Russian 
would actually have the headache. In psychiatry, Fromm-Reichmann, 
in a little-known paper, pointed out the use of catatonic symptoms 
as communication (y), and in 1954 Jackson indicated the utility 
of the patient's use of hysterical symptoms in communicating with 
his family (67). For extensive studies of the symptom as communi
cation the reader is referred to Szasz (I5I) and Artiss (3). 

This communicational definition of a symptom may seem to con
tain a moot assumption, namely that one can convince oneself in 
this way. Instead of the rather unconvincing argume~t that every
day clinical experience fully supports this assumption, we should 
like to mention McGinnies' experiments on "perceptual defense" 
(ZO.2). A subject is placed in front of a tachistoscope, a device by 
which words can be made visible for very brief periods of time in 
a small window. The subject's threshold is determined for a few 
trial words and he is then instructed to report to the experimenter 
whatever he sees or thinks he sees on each subsequent exposure. 
The list of test words is composed of both neutral and "critical," 
emotionally-toned words, e.g., rape, filth, whore. A comparison be
tween the subject's performance with the neutral and with the 
critical words shows significantly higher thresholds of recognition 
for the latter, that is, he "sees" fewer of these words. But this 
means that in order to produce more failures with the socially 
tabooed words, the subject must first identify them as such and 
then somehow convince himself that he was unable to read them. 
Thus he spares himself the embarrassment of having to read them 
out loud to the experimenter. (In this regard, we should mention 
that, in general, psychological testing must consider the communi
cational context of these tests. There can hardly be any doubt, for 
instance, that it must make quite a difference to the subject and his 
performance whether he has to communica,te with a shriveled old 
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professor, a robot, or ~ beautiful blonde. In fact Rosenthal's recent 
careful investigations into experimenter bias (e.g., IJO) have con
firmed that complex and highly effective though as yet unspecifiable 
communication transpires even in rigidly controlled experiments.) 

Let us recapitulate. Communication theory conceives of a symp
tom as a nonverbal message: It is not I who does not (or does) 
want to do this, it is something outside my control, e.g., my nerves, 
my illness, my anxiety, my bad eyes, alcohol, my upbringing, the 
Communists, or my wife. 

3.3 

The Level Structure of Communication 
(Content and Relationship) 

A couple in conjoint marriage therapy related the following in
cident. The husband, while alone at home, received a long-distance 
call from a friend who said he would be in the area for a few days. 
The husband immediately invited the friend to stay at their home, 
knowing that his wife would also welcome this friend and that, 
therefore, she would have done the same thing. When <his wife 
came home, however, a bitter marital quarrel arose over the hus
band's invitation to the friend. As the problem was explored in the 
therapy session, both the husband and wife agreed that to invite 
the friend was the most appropriate and natural thing to do. They 
were perplexed to find that on the one hand they agreed and yet 
"somehow" disagreed on what seemed to be the same issue. 

~HJl 

In actual fact there were t'W(LisslleS involved in the dispute. One 
involved the appropriate course of action in a practical matter, 
that is, the im.d.tation, and could be communicated digitally; the . 

other cO~~r:!!~(L.~1.'!.e .. !E;!~i()!!slliPJ)etween the communicants-the 
question of who had the right to take initiative without consulting 
the other-and could not be so easily resolved digitally, for it pre
supposed the ability of the husband and wife to talk about their 
relationship. In their attempt to resolve their disagreement this 
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couple committed a veTy.so~~~l:l:."tp.i~~'.l]{~jn .thcir.communkation: 
theydi!!agreed on the metacommunicational (relationship) level. 
but tried to resolve the disagreement on the content level. where 
it did not exist, which le(Lfu.e!!l)~!~f~~~(Igd~~.ag.l:eements. ~nother 
husband. also seen in conjoint therapy. managed to discover by 
himself and to state in his own words the difference between the 
content and the relationship levels. He and his wife had experi
enced many violent symmetrical escalations, usually based on the 
question of wh!>_was right regarding some trivial co.ntent matter. 
One day she was able to prove to him conclusively that he was 
factually wrong. and he replied, fWell, you may be right, but you 
are wrong because you are arguing with me.'1Any psychotherapist 
is familiar with these confusions between the content and relation
ship aspects of an issue, especially in marital communication, and 
with the enormous difficulty of diminishing the confusion. While to 
the therapist the monotonous redundancy of pseudodisagreements 
between husbands and wives becomes evident fairly quickly, the 
protagonists usually see everyone of them in isolation and as to
tally new, simply because the practical, objective issues involved 
may be drawn from a wide range of activities, from TV programs 
to corn flakes to sex. This situation has been masterfully described 
by Koestler: 

Family relations pertain to a plane where the ordi
nary rules of judgment and conduct do not apply. 
They are a labyrinth of tensions, quarrels and recon
ciliations, whose logic is self-contradictory, whose 
ethics stem from a cozy jungle, and whose values and 
criteria are distorted like the curved space of a self
contained universe. It is a universe saturated with 
memories-but memories from which no lessons are 
drawn; saturated with a past which provides no guid
ance to the future. FOT in this universe, after each cri
sis and reconciliation, time always starts afresh and 
history is always in the year zero. (86, p. 218; italics 
ours) 
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3.32 

The phenomenon of disagreement provides a good frame of ref

erence for the study of d!~"~1l:rbanc:.~!"£~!!lIIl,!lJ!k;;tJioIl. d\le t<> con
. fy~i(m .. petween .. conten.t and. xelationship. Disagreement can arise 
on the content or the relationship level, and the two forms are 
contingent upon each other. For instance, disagreement over the 
truth value of the statement "Uranium has 92 electrons" can ap
parently be settled only by recourse to objective evidence, e.g., a 
textbook of chemistry, for this evidence not only proves that the 
uranium atom does indeed have 92 electrons, but that one of the 
contestants was right and the other wrong. Of these two results, the 
first resolves the disagreement on the content level, and the other 
----~.---.-.-- ... -- ...•. __ ..... . 

creates a relationship problem. Now, quite obviously, to resolve 
this new problem the two individuals cannot continue to talk about 
atoms; they must begin to talk about themselves and their relation
ship. To do this they must achieve a definition of their relationship 
as symmetrical or complementary: for example the one who was 
w:rong may admire the other for his superior knowledge, or resent 
his superiority and resolve to be one-up on him at the next possible 
occasion in order to re-establish equality.5 Of course, if he could 
not wait until that next occasion, he could use the "to hell with 
logic" approach and try to be one-up by claiming that the figure 92 
must be a misprint, or that he has a scientist friend who has just 
shown that the number of electrons is really quite meaningless, 
etc. A fine example of this technique is supplied by Russian and 
Chinese party ideologists with their hair-splitting interpretations of 
what Marx "really" meant in order to show what bad Marxists the 
others are. In such struggles words may eventually lose their last 
vestige of content meaning and become exclusively the tools of 
"~~p.s!ljp," 6 as stated with admirable clarity by Humpty 
Dumpty: 

a Either one of these possibilities could be appropriate or inappropriate, 
"good" or "bad," depending on the relationship involved. 

• S. Potter, who may be credited with introducing the term, provides many 
insightful and amusing illustrations of this point (rr6). 
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"I don't know what you mean by 'glory,'" Alice 
said. 

Humpty Dumpty smiled contemptuously. "Of 
course you don't-till I tell you. I meant 'there's a 
nice knock-down argument for you!' .. 

"But 'glory' doesn't mean 'a nice knock-down argu
ment,' " Alice objected. 

"When I use a word," Humpty Dumpty said, in a 
rather scornful tone, "it means just what I choose it 
to mean-neither more nor less." 

"The question is," said Alice, "whether you can 
make words mean so many different things." 

"The question is," said Humpty Dumpty, "which is 
to be master-~hat's all." (Last italics ours) 

3·33 

This, then, is merely another way of saying that ~ 
their disagreement the two individuals have to define their relation
ship as either complementary or symmetrical. 

3.33-DEFINITION OF SELF AND OTHER 

Now suppose that the same statement about uranium is made 
by one physicist to another. A very different kind of interaction 
may arise from this, for most probably the other's response will be 
anger, hurt, or sarcasm-HI know you think I am a complete idiot, 
but I did go to school for a few years . . ." or the like. What is 
different in this interaction is the fact that here there is no dis-----,. 
agreement on the content level. The truth value of the statement 

""'--
is not conteste<I;Tlifact, the statement actually conveys no informa-
tion since what it asserts on the content level is known to both 
partners anyway. It is this fact-the agreement on the content level 
-that clearly refers the- disagreement to the relationship level, in 
other words, to the metacommunicational realm. There, however, 
disagreement amounts to something that is pragmatically far more 
important than disagreement on the content level. As we have 
seen, on the relationship level people do not communicate about 
facts outside their relationship, but offer each other definitions of 
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that relationship and, by implication, of themselves.7 As already 
mentioned in s. 2.3, these definitions have their own hierarchy of 
complexity. Thus, to take an arbitrary starting point, person P 
may offer the other, 0, a definition of self. P may do this in one or 
another of many possible ways, but whatever and however he may 
communicate on the content level, the prototype of his metacom
munication will be "This is how I see myself." 8 It is in the nature 
of human communication that there are now three possible re
sponses by 0 to P's self-definitio~, and all three of them are of 
great importance for the pragmatics of human communication. 

J.J31 ~T!!!!:.tion 
o can accept (confirm) p's definition of self: As far as we can see, 

this confirmation of P's view of himself by 0 is probably the 
greatest single factor ensuring mental development and stability 
that has so far emerged from our study of communication. Surpris
ing as it may seem, without this self-confirming effect human com
munication would hardly have evolved beyond the very limited 
boundaries of the interchanges indispensable for protection and 
survival; there would be no reason for communication for the 
mere sake of communication. Yet everyday experience leaves no 
doubt that a large portion of our communications are devoted 
precisely to this purpose. The vast gamut of emotions that individ
uals feel for each other-from love to hate-would probably hardly 
exist, and we would live in a world devoid of anything except the 
most utilitarian endeavors, a world devoid of beauty, poetry, play, 
and humor. It seems that, quite apart from the mere exchange of 

1 Cf. Cumming: 

I have proposed that much of what Langer has spoken of as 
"the sheer expression of ideas" or symbolic activity for its own 
sake is, in normal people, the function of constantly rebuilding 
the self concept, of offering this self concept to others for rati
fication, and of accepting or rejecting the self·conceptual offer
ings of others. 

1 have assumed, furthermore, that the self concept is continu
ally to be rebUilt if we are to exist as people and nor"s objects, 
and in the main the self concept is rebuilt in communicative 
activity. (35, p. 113) 

8 Actually, this should read "This is how I see myself in relation to you in 
this situation," but for the sake of simplicity we will in the following omit 
the italicized part. 
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information, man has to communicate with others for the sake of 
his own awareness of self, and experimental verification of this 
intuitive assumption is increasingly being supplied by research on 
sensory deprivation, showing that man is unable to maintain his 
emotional stability for prolonged periods in communication with 
himself only. We feel that what the existentialists refer to as the 
encounter belongs here, as well as any other form of increased 
awareness of self that comes about as the result of working out a 
relationship with another individual. "In human society," writes 
Martin Buber, 

at all its levels, persons confirm one another in a prac
tical way, to some extent or other, in their personal 
qualities and capacities, and a society may be termed 
human in the measure to which its members confirm 
one another. . . . 

The basis of man's life with man is twofold, and it 
is one-the wish of every man to be confirmed as 
what he is, even as what he can become, by men; and 
the innate capacity of man to confirm his fellowmen 
in this way. That this capacity lies so immeasurably 
fallow constitutes the real weakness and questionable
ness of the human race: actual humanity exists only 
where this capacity unfolds. (;2, pp. 101-2) 

3-3;2 Re.jec.tiQn 
The second possible response of 0 in the face of P's definition of 

himself is to reject it. Rejection, however, no matter how painful, 
presupposes at least limited recognition of what is being rejected 
and, therefore, does not necessarily negate the reality of P's view of 
himself. In fact, certain forms of rejection may even be construc
tive, as for instance a psychiatrist's refusal to accept a patient's 
definition of self in the transference situation in which the patient 
may typically try to impose his "relationship game" on the thera
pist. The reader is here referred to two authors who within their 
own conceptual frameworks have written extensively on this sub
ject, Berne (23, 24) and Haley (60). 
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J.JJJ Disconfirmation 
The third possibility is probably the most important one, from 

both the pragmatic and the psychopathological viewpoints. It is 
the phenomenon of disconfirmation, which, as we will see, is quite 
different jr.Q.m!bJil,QLom~-rejection. of the other's.definition of ----.. ----~£. We are drawing here partly on the material presented by 
Laing (88) of the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations in Lon
don, in addition to our own findings in the field of schizophrenic 
communication. Laing quotes William James, who once wrote: "No 
more fiendish punishment could be devised, even were such a thing 
physically possible, than that one should be turned loose in society 
and remain absolutely unnoticed by all the members thereof" (88, 
p. 89). There can be little doubt that such a situation would lead 
to "loss of self," which is but a translation of the term "alienation." 
Disconfirmation, as we find it in pathological communication, is 
no longer concerned with the truth or falsity-if there be such 
criteria-of P's definition of himself, but rather negates the reality 
of P as the source of such a definition. In other words, while 
rejection amounts to the message "Y.!ll.L!!"e wrong," disconfirmation 
~ - -_._-
says m effect "Yo'!U!o!!()t.exi~t." Or, to put it in more rigorous 
terms, if confirmation and rejection of the other's self were equated, 
in formal logic, to the concepts of tfuth and falsity, respectively, 
then disconfirmation would correspond to the concept of undecid
ability, which, as is known, is of a different logical order.D 

• Sometime&-admittedly rarely-literal undecidability may play an outstand
ing part in a relationship, as can be seen from the following transcript from a 
conjoint therapy session. The couple concerned had sought help because their 
sometimes violent quarrels left them deeply worried about their mutual failure 
as spouses. They had been married for twenty-one years. The husband was an 
eminently successful business man. At the beginning of this interchange, the 
wife had just remarked that in all these years she had never known where she 
stood with him. 

Psychiatrist: So what you are saying is that you don't 
get the clues from your husband that you 
need to know if you are performing well. 

Wife: No. 
Psychiatrist: Does Dan criticize you when you deserve 

criticism-I mean, positive or negative? 
Husband: Rarely do I criticize her . _ . 
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To quote Laing: 

The characteristic f~,ly,pa.ttem that has emerged 
from the study of families of ~chizo~b.renics does not 
so much involve a child who is subject to outright ne
glect or even to obvious trauma, but a child whose 
authenticity has been subjected to subtle, but persis
tent, mutilation, often quite unwittingly. (p. 91) 

The ultimate of this is ... when no matter how [a 
person] feels or how he acts, no matter what meaning 
he gives his situation, his feelings are denuded of va
lidity, his acts are stripped of their motives, intentions 
and consequences, the situation is robbed of its mean
ing for him, so that he is totally mystified and alien
ated. (pp. 135-6) 

And now a specific example that has been published in greater 
detail elsewhere (78). It is taken from a conjoint psychotherapy 

Wife;: (overlapping): Rarely does· he criticize. 
Psychiatrist: Well, how-how do you know ••• 

Wife: (interrupting): He compliments you. (Short 
laugh.) You see, that is the befuddling 
thing • • . Suppose I cook something and I 
bum it-well, he says it's really "very, very 
nice." Then, if I make something that is 
extra nice-well, it is "very, very nice." I 
told him. I don't know whether something 
is nice-I don't know whether he is criti· 
cizing me or complimenting me. Because 
he thinks that by complimenting me he 
can compliment me into doing better, and 
when I deserve a compliment, he-he is 
always complimenting me-that's right, 
• • • so that I lose the value of the compli· 
ment. 

Psychiatrist: So you really don't know where Y0l,l stand 
with someone who always compliments ••• 

Wife: (interrupting): No, I don't know whether 
he is criticizing me or really sincerely com· 
plimenting me. 

What makes this example so interesting is that although both spouses are 
evidently fully aware of the pattern they are caught in, this awareness does 
not help them in the least to do something about it. 
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session with an entire family composed of the parents, their twenty
five-year-old son Dave (who was first officially diagnosed schizo
phrenic while in military service at age twenty and had afterward 
lived at home until about a year before this interview, when he had 
been hospitalized), and their eighteen-year-old son, Charles. When 
the discussion focused on how the patient's weekend visits strained 
the family, the psychiatrist pointed out that it seemed as if Dave 
were being asked to bear the intolerable burden of the whole fam
ily's solicitude. Dave thus became the sole indicator of how well 
or poorly things went over the weekend. Surprisingly, the patient 
immediately took up this point: 

1. Dave: Well, I feel that sometimes 

3· 
4· 

5· 

Mother: 

Dave: 
Mother: 

Dave: 

my parents, and Charles also, 
are very sensitive to how I 
might feel, maybe overly sen
sitive about how I feel, 'cause 
I don't-I don't feel I raise 
the roof when I go home, 
or ... 
Mhm. Dave, you haven't been 
like that either since you had 
your car, it's just-but before 
you did. 
Well, I know I did ... 
(overlapping): Yeah, but even 
-yeah, lately, the last twice 
since you had your car. 
Yeah, OK, anyhow, ah (sigh), 
that's-ah, I wish I didn't 
have to be that way, I guess, 
it'd be nice if I could enjoy 
myself or somethin' . . . 
(sighs; pause) 

6. Psychiatrist: You know, you change your 
story in mid-stream when 
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7. Dave: 
8. Psychiatrist: 

9. Mother: 
10. Psychiatrist: 

11. Dave: 

your mother is nice to you. 
Which . . . is understanda
ble, but in your position you 
just can't afford to do it. 
(overlapping): Mhm. 
It makes you kookier. Then 
you don't even know what 
you're thinking. 
What did he change? 
Well, I can't read his mind so 
I don't know what he was go
ing to say precisely-I have a 
general idea, I think, just 
from experience . .. • 
(interrupting): Well, it's just, 
just the story that I'm the sick 
one in the family and so this 
gives everyone else a-a 
chance to be a good Joe and 
pick up Dave's spirits whether 
Dave's spirits are necessarily 
down or not. That's what it 
amounts to sometimes, I feel. 
In other words, I can't be any
thing but myself, and if peo
ple don't like me the way they 
am--ah, the way I am-then 
I appreciate when they-tell 
me or something. is what it 
amounts to. (78, p. 89) 

The patient's slip of the tongue illuminates his dilemma: he says 
"I can't be anything but myself," but the question remains, is my
self "I" or "they"? Simply to call this an evidence of "weak ego 
boundaries" or the like ignores the interactional fact of c\iscon
firmat!()n just presented, not only in Dave's report on his weekena 
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visits but by the m.Q!ber'sJmm~_ili!.~onfinnation in the present 
~?£l!:rnple (statements 1-5) of the validity ~ve's ImpreSSlofi.lil 
the light of both present and reported disconfinnation of his self, 
the patient's slip emerges in a new aspect. 

3.34-LEVELS OF INTERPERSONAL PERCEPTION 

At last we are ready to return to the hierarchy of messages that 
is found when analyzing communications on the relationship leve1. 
We have seen that P's definition of self ("This is how I see my
self ... ") can be met with one of three possible responses by 0: 
confinnation, r~iection, or disconfinnation. (This classification is, 
of course, virtually the same as the one used in sectionsg.2g1-
3.233). Now, these three responses have one common denominator, 
i.e., through anyone of them 0 communicates "!lli~ ish~w I am 

. seeing you." 10 

There is, then, in the discourse on the metacommunicational 
level, a message from P to 0: "This is how I see myself." It is 
followed by a message from 0 to P: "This is how I am seeing you." 
To this message P will respond by a message asserting, among 
other things, "This is how I see you seeing me," and 0 in turn by 

/the message "This is how I see you seeing me seeing you." As 
already suggested, this regress is theoretically infinite, while for 
practical purposes it must be assumed that one cannot deal with 
messages of a higher ord\!r of abstraction than the last one men
tioned. Now, it should be noted that anyone of these messages can 
be subjected by the recipient to the same confirmation, rejection, 
or disconfinnation described above, and that the same holds, of 
course, for O's definition of self and the ensuing simultaneous meta
communicational discourse with P. This leads to communicational 
contexts whose complexity easily staggers the imagination and yet 
which have very specific pragmatic consequences. 

10 At first sight this formula may not seem to fit the concept of disconfirma
don as just described. However, in ultimate analysis even the message "For me 
you do not exist as an entity of your own" amounts to "This is how I am 
seeing you: you do not exist." The fact that this is paradoxical does not mean 
it cannot occur, as will be suggested in detail in Chapter 6. 
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3·35-IMPERVIOUSNESS 

Not very much is as yet known about these consequences, but 
very promising research in this area is being carried out by Laing, 
Phillipson and Lee, who have given us permission to quote here 
some of their results from an unpublished paper (3).11 Disconfir
mation of self by the other is mainly the result of a peculiar un
awareness of interpersonal perceptions, called imperviousness and 
defined by Lee as follows: 

What we are concerned with is the aspect of awareness 
and unawareness. For smooth, adequate interaction to 
occur, each party must register the other's point of 
view. Since interpersonal perception goes on on many 
levels, so, too, can imperviousness go on on many lev
els. For there exists for each level of perception a com
parable and analogous level of possible imperception 
or imperviousness. Where a l~ck Qfa~cw~t~,Jl.:w:are
n~, or i!!l'pc~As~ists, the p,!lrties in a ~1~g~ 
:t;elate a'Q.sly..l,;~el!c!~!~!!~§'-' . . They attain an as
sumed harmony which does not exist, or argue over 
assumed disagreements that similarly do not exist. It 
is this which I find to be the characteristic situation 
within the scbizophJ:e:uic;:~they are constantly 
building harmonious relationships on the shifting 
sands of pseudo-agreements or else have vio,lent argu
ments on the basis of pseudo-disagreements1 

Lee then goes on to show that ..i!!!perviou~n~ss can exist on the 
first level of the hierarchy, that is, to P's message "This is how I 
see myself" 0 responds, "This is how I see you," in a way which is 
not congruent with_.r~s self-de~niti~ll". P may then conclude that 0 

:u Too recently to be included in this presentation, the above authors have 
published their findings on this subject in book form: R. D. Laing. H. Phillip
son, and A. R. Lee, Interpersonal Perception; A Theory and Method of Re
search. New York, Springer Publishing Company, 1966. The full theoretical 
framework and an imaginative method of quantification are elaborated in this 
highly original work. 
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does not understand (or appreciate, or love) him while OJ on the 
other hand, may assume tha~_feels understood (or appreciated, or 
lo,,:ed) by him (0). In this case,~~(r-does riot disagree with P, l;mt 
ignores or misinterprets p's message,-and'thus is consistent with 
bUf definition ot disconfirmation. ~,e.vel imperviousuess 
can be said to exist when P does not register that his message has 
not gotten through to 0; that is, P does not convey accurately 
"This is how I see you seeing [in this case, misunderstanding] me." 
At this level, then, imperviousness to imperviousness occurs. 

From their study of families with a schizophrenic member, Lee 
describes an important conclusion about the pragmatics of this 
kind of communication: 

( 

{fhe typical pattern is that the parental impervious-
rless exists on level NO.1, while the schizophrenic's·· , 
imperviousness exists on level NO.2. That is, typically 
the parent fails to register his child's view, while the 
child does not register that his view has not been (and 
perhaps cannot be) registered. 

Most often the parent appears to remain impervi
ous to the child's view because he feels it is uncompli
mentary to him, or because it does not fit his value 
system. That is, the parent insists that the; child does 
believe what he (the parent) feels the child "should" 
believe. The child, in turn, fails to recognize this. He 
believes that his message has gotten through and has 
been understood, and acts accordingly. In such a situ
ation he is bound to be confused by the subsequent 
interaction. He feels as if he continuously runs into 
an invisible solid glass wall. This results in his ex
periencing a continuous sense of mystification which 
leads to dismay and eventually to despair. Ultimately 
he feels that life just does not make any sense. 

Such a schizophrenic child, during the course of 
therapy. finally realized this state of affairs, and stated 
his dilemma this way: "Whenever I disagree with my 
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mother she seems to say to herself, 'Oh, I know what 
you are saying out loud, but I know that isn't what 
you really think inside,' and then she proceeds to for
get what I have just said." 

A rich variety of clinical illustrations of imperviousness at the 
relationship level as just described can be found in Laing and 
Esterson (90). One example is given in Figure 1. 

FIGURE 1 

"IMPERVIOUSNESS" IN A SCHIZOPHRENIC FAMILY 12 

SOME ATTRIBUTIONS MADE BY 
PARENTS ABOUT PATIENT 

Always happy 
Her real self is vivacious and 

cheerful 
No disharmony in family 

They have never kept her on a 
string 

Has a mind of her own 

3.4 

PATIENT'S SELF-ATTRIBUTIONS 

Often depressed and frightened 
Kept up a front 

Disharmony so complete that im
possible to tell her parents any
thing 

By sarcasm, prayer, ridicule, at
tempted to govern her life in all 
important respects 

True in a sense, but still too ter
rified of father to tell him her 
real feelings, still feels controlled 
by him 

The Punctuation of the Sequence of Events 

He laughed because he thought 
that they could not hit him-he 
did not imagine that they were 
practicing how to miss him.
Brecht 

A few examples of the potential complications inherent in this 
phenomenon have already been presented in the preceding chapter. 
They show that unresolved discrepancies in the punctuation of 
communicational sequences can lead directly into interactional im-

:Ill Adapted from Laing and Esterson (90, p. 188). 

93 



3.41 PRAGMATICS OF HUMAN COMMUNICATION 

passes in which eventually the mutual charges of madness or bad
ness are proffered. 

3."41 
/ 

'" ' Discrepancies ip the punctuation of sequences of events occur, of 
course, in all those cases in which at least one of the communicants 
does not possess the same amount of information as the other but 
does not know this. A simple example of such a sequence would 
be the following: P writes a letter to 0 proposing a joint venture 
and inviting O's participation. 0 replies in the affirmative, but the 
letter is lost in the mail. After a while P concludes that 0 is ignor
ing his invitation and resolves to disregard him in turn. 0) on the 
other hand, feels offended that his answer is ignored and also de
cides not to contact P any more. From this point their silent feud 
may last forever, unless they decide to investigate what happened 
to their communications, that is, unless they begin to metacommu
nkate. Only then will they find out that P did not know 0 had 
replied, while 0 did not know that his reply had never reached P. 
As can be seen, in this example a fortuitous outside event inter
fered with the congruency of punctuation. 

One of the authors experienced this· phenomenon of discrepant 
punctuation when he once applied for an assistantship with a psy
chiatric research institute. At the appointed hour he reported to 
the director's office for his interview and the following conversation 
took place with the receptionist: 

Visitor: Good afternoon, I have an ap
pointment with Dr. H. My 
name is Watzlawick [VAHT
sla-vick]. 

Receptionist: I did not say it was. 
Visitor: (taken aback and somewhat an

noyed): But I am telling you 
it is. 

Receptionist: (bewildered): Why then did 
you say it wasn't? 

Visitor: But I said it was! 
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At this point the visitor was "certain" that he was being made the 
object of some incomprehensible but disrespectful joke, while, as 
it turned out, the receptionist had by then decided that the visitor 
must be a new psychotic patient of Dr. H's. Eventually it became 
clear that instead of "My name is Watzlawick" the receptionist had 
understood "My name is not Slavic," which. indeed, she had never 
said it was. It is interesting to see how even in this brief interchange 
in a rather impersonal context the discrepant punctuation, here 
due to a verbal misunderstanding. immediately led to mutual as
sumptions of badness and madness. 

tH2 
Generally speaking, it is gratuitous to assume not only that the 

other has the same amount of information as oneself but that the 
other must draw the same conclusions from this information. Com
munication experts have estimated that a person receives ten thou
sand sensory impressions (exteroceptive and proprioceptive) per 
second. Obviously. then, a drastic selection process is necessary to 
prevent the higher brain centers from being swamped by irrel
evant information. But the decision about what is essential and 
what is irrelevant apparently varies from individual to individual 
and seems to be determined by criteria which are largely outside 
individual awareness. In all probability, reality is what we make it 
or, in Hamlet's words, " ... there is nothing either good or bad, 
but thinking makes it so." We can only speculate that at the root 
of these punctuation conflicts there lies the firmly established and 
usually unquestioned conviction that there is only one reality, the 
world as I see it, and that any view that differs from mine must be 
due to the other's irrationality or ill will. So much for our specu
lations. What we can observe in virtually all these cases of patho
logical communication is that they are vicious circles that cannot 
be broken unless and until communication itself becomes the sub
ject of communication, in other words, until the communicants 
are able to metacommunicate.I3 But to do this they have to step 

18 Such metacommunication need not necessarily be verbal, nor is it to be 
loosely equated with "insight" (d. s. 7-32). 
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outside the circle, and this necessity to step outside a given con
tingency in order to resolve it will be a recurrent theme in later 
parts of this book. 

3.43-CAUSE AND EFFECT 

We typically observe in these cases of discrepant punctuation a 
conflict about what is cause and what is effect, when in actual fact 
neither of these concepts is applicable because -of the circularity of 
the ongoing interaction. To return once more to Joad's example 
(s. 2.42), we can see that nation A arms because it feels threatened 
by nation B (that is, A sees its own behavior as the effect of B's). 
while nation B calls A's armaments the cause of its own "defensive" 
measures. Richardson points to essentially the same problem as he 
describes the arms race that began to escalate about 1912: 

The war-like preparations of the Entente and of 
the Alliance were both increasing. The usual explana
tion was then, and perhaps still is, that the motives 
of the two sides were quite different, for we were only 
doing what was right, proper and necessary for our 
own defense, whilst they were disturbing ,the peace 
by indulging in wild schemes and extravagant ambi
tions. There are several distinct contrasts in that om· 
nibus statement. Firstly that their conduct was mor
ally bad, ours morally good. About so national a dis
pute it would be difficult to say anything that the world 
as a whole would accept. But there is some other alleged 
contrast as to which there is some hope of general agree
ment. It was asserted in the years 1912-14 that their 
motives were fixed and independent of our behaviour 
whereas our moitves were a response to their behav
iour and were varied accordingly. (I25, p. 1244; italics 
ours) 

From the pragmatic viewpoint there is little if any difference be
tween the interactions of nations or of individuals once discrepant 
punctuation has led to different views of reality, including the 
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nature of the relationship, and thUS· into international or inter
personal conflict. The following example shows the same pattern 
at work on the interpersonal level: 

Husband: (to therapist): From long experi
ence I know that if I want peace at 
home I must not interfere with the 
way she wants things done. 

Wife: That is not true-I wish you 
showed a little more initiative and 
did decide at least something every 
once in a while, because . . . 

Husband: (interrupting): You'd never let me 
do this I 

Wife: I'd gladly let you-only if I do, 
nothing ever happens, and then I 
have to do everything at the last 
moment. 

Husband: (to therapist): Can you see? Things 
can't be taken care of if and when 
they COme up-they have to be 
planned and organized a week ahead. 

Wife: (angrily): Give me one example in 
the last few years when you did do 
something. 

Husband: I guess I can't-because it is better 
for everybody, including the chil
dren, if I let you have your own 
way. I found this out very early in 
our marriage. 

Wife: You have never behaved differ
ently, right from the start you 
didn't-you have always left every
thing up to mel 

Husband: For heaven's sake, now listen to 
this (pause, then to therapist)-I 
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guess what she is talking about now 
is that I would always ask her what 
she wanted-like "where would 
you like to go tonight?" or "what 
would you like to do over the 
weekend?" and instead of seeing 
that I wanted to be nice to her, 
she would get mad at me . . . 

Wife: (to therapist): Yeah, what he still 
doesn't understand is that if you 
get this "anything-you-want-dear-is
all·right·with-me" stuff month after 
month, you begin to feel that noth
ing you want matters to him .... 

The same mechanism is contained in an example reported by 
Laing and Esterson, involving a mother and her schizophrenic 
daughter. Shortly before her hospitalization the daughter had made 
a very ineffectual physical attack on her mother. 

3·44 

Daughter: Well, why did I attack you? Per
haps I was looking for something, 
something I lacked-affection, 
maybe it was greed for affection. 

Mother: You wouldn't have any of that. 
You always think it's soppy. 

Daughter: Well, when did you offer it to me? 
Mother: Well, for instance if I was to want 

to kiss you, you'd say, "Don't be 
soppy." 

Daughter: But I've never known you let me 
kiss you. 00, pp. 20-21) 

This leads to the important concept of the;MJt-fulfilling prophecy 
which, from the interactional viewpoint, is perhaps the most inter
esting phenomenon in the area of punctuation. A self-fulfilling 
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prophecy may be regarded as the communicational equivalent of 
"begging the question." It is behavior that brings about in others 
the reaction to which the behavior would be an appropriate reo 
action. For instance, a person who acts on the premise that "no
body likes me" will behave in a distrustful, defensive, or aggressive 
manner to which others are likely to react unsympathetically, thus 
bearing out his original premise. For the purposes of the prag
matics of human communication, it is again quite irrelevant to 
ask why a person should have such a premise, how it came about, 
and how unconscious he may be of it. Pragmatically we can observe 
that this individual's interpersonal behavior shows this kind of 
redundancy, and that it has a complementary effect on others, 
forcing them into certain specific attitudes. What is typical about 
the sequence and makes it a problem of punctuation is that the 
individual concerned conceives of himself only as reacting to, but 
not as provoking, those attitudes. 

3.5 

Errors in the "Translation" Between 
Analogic and Digital Material 

In trying to describe these errors, an anecdote from Daniele 
Vare's novel The Gate of Happy Sparrows comes to mind. The 
hero, a European living in Peking during the twenties, receives 
lessons in Mandarin script from a Chinese professor and is asked 
to translate a sentence composed of three characters that he cor
rectly deciphers as the signs for "rotundity," "sitting," and "water." 
In his attempt to combine these concepts into an affirmative state
ment (into digital language, as we would say) he decides on "Some
body is taking a sitz bath," much to the disdain of the distinguished 
professor, for the sentence is a particularly poetic reference to a 
sunset at sea. 

3.5 1 

Like Chinese writing, analogic message material, as already men
tioned, lacks many of the elements that comprise the morphology 
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and syntax of digital language. Thus, in translating analogic into 
digital messages, these elements have to be supplied and inserted 
by the translator, just as in dream interpretation digital structure 
has to be introduced more or less intuitively into the kaleidoscopic 
imagery of the dream. 

Analogic message material, as we have seen, is highly antithetical; 
it lends itself to very different and often quite incompatible digital 
interpretations. Thus not only is it difficult for the sender to ver· 
balize his own analogic communications, but if interpersonal con· 
troversy arises over the meaning of a particular piece of analogic 
communication, either partner is likely to introduce, in the process 
of translation into the digital mode, the kind of digitalization in 
keeping with his view of the nature of the relationship. The bring
ing of a gift, for instance, is undoubtedly a piece of analogic com· 
munication. However, depending on the recipient's view of his 
relationship with the giver, he can see it as a token of affection, a 
bribe, or a restitution. Many a husband is dismayed to find himself 
suspected of an as yet unconfessed guilt if he breaks the rules of 
their marriage "game" by spontaneously presenting his wife with 
a bunch of flowers. 

What is the digital meaning of growing pale, trembling, sweat
ing, and stammering when displayed by a person under interroga
tion? It may be the ultimate proof of his guilt, or it may merely 
be the behavior of an innocent person going through the night
marish experience of being suspected of a crime and realizing that 
his fear may be interpreted as guilt. Psychotherapy is undoubtedly 
concerned with the correct and the corrective digitalization of the 

analogic; in fact, Jh~_~l:!£~~<:>:r:.~,!ailure .9!~~':~~~ will. 
slepend both on the tE-~~~!~!:~_~l>j!i!y_!o. __ t!<l:gsl~~~}r.91Ilth~_Ql!~_ 
mo<l~ __ tQ,_th_~_~!:~r. __ ~~d_:>,~!l1~_.paj:i~!l!)_!.~ll;~~!!ess_.~<:l ___ e~~hll:!lgf!J!~_ 
own-di gi ta]j 7;i!..!iQ!1._JQ.:t_!!?:()!.e __ ~pp!()pI"i':lte ~Ild u Ie.ss distressin9" u~~.~s::_ 
For discussion of these problems in schizophrenic communication, 
doctor-patient relations, and a wide variety of social and cultural 
phenomena, see Rioch (I27J I28). 

Even where the translation appears to be adequate, digital 
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communication on the relationship level may remain curiO"usly 
unconvincing. This fact is caricatured in the following "Peanuts" 
cartoon: 

© United Feature Syndicate, Inc. I963 

3.52 

In an unpublished report, Bateson hypothesizes that another of 
the basic mistakes made when translating between the two modes 
of communication is the assumption that an analogic message is 
by nature assertive or denotative, just as digital messages are. 
There is, however, good reason to believe that this is not so. He 
writes: 

When one octopus or one nation puts on a threaten
ing gesture, the other might conclude "he is strong" 
or "he will fight," but this was not in the original 
message. Indeed, the message itself is non-indicative 
and may be better regarded as analogous to a pro
posal or a question in the digital world. 

In this connection it should be remembered that all analogic 
.~_essages are in~ns of relationshift,~ruL.tha~1h~Y.-ll'!"U!I~!~:, 
f<:>re ....Erof?o~_rega.!.ding.w!he.1!!tllr.f:. .. ..r1l1~.L~L!11.~~!~latig}1~l1,~P, .. to 
use another of Bateson's definitions. By my behavior, Bateson sug
gests, I can mention or propose love, hate, combat, etc., but it is up 
to you to attribute positive or negative future truth value to my pro
posals. This, needless to say, is the source of countless relationship 
conflicts. 
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3·53 
Digital language, as explained in the preceding chapter, has a 

logical syntax and is therefore eminently suited for communication 
on the content level. But in translating analogic into digital ma
terial, logical truth functions must be introduced, which are absent 
in the analogic mode. This absence becomes most conspicuous in 
the case of negation, where it amounts to the lack of the digital 
"not." In other words, while it is simple to convey the analogic 
message "1 .wall attaGk y,ou.:' it is extremely difficult to signal "I 
will not attack you," just as it is difficult if not impossible to intro
duce negatives into analogue computers. 

In Koestler's novel Arrival and Departure, the hero, a young 
man who escaped from his Nazi-occupied homeland and whose 
face has been disfigured by torture, is in love with a beautiful 
girl. He has no hope that she will reciprocate his feelings, and all 
he wants is to be with her and stroke her hair. She resists these 
innocent advances, thereby arousing both his desperation and his 
passion, until he overpowers her. 

She lay turned to the wall, her head in a strangely 
twisted position, like a doll's head with a broken neck. 
And now at last he could caress her hair, gently, sooth
ingly, as he had always meant to. Then he realized 
that she was crying, her shoulders shaking in dry, 
soundless sobs. He went on fondling her hair and 
shoulders and muttered: 

"You see, you wouldn't listen to me." 
She suddenly lay rigid, interrupting her sobbing: 
"What did you say?" 
"I said all I wanted was that you shouldn't go 

away and that you should allow me to stroke your hair 
and to give you iced drinks ... Really, that was all 
I meant." 

Her shoulders shook in a slightly hysterical laugh
ter. "By God, you are the biggest fool I have ever 
seen." 
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"Are you angry with me? Don't. I didn't mean to." 
She drew her knees up, shrinking away from him, 

curling up against the wall. "Leave me alone. Please 
go away and leave me quiet for a while." She cried 
again, more quietly this time. He slid down from the 
couch, squatting on the carpet as before, but he got 
hold of one of her hands which lay limply on the 
cushion. It was a lifeless, humid hand, hot with fever. 

"You know," he said, encouraged because she didn't 
withdraw her hand, "when I was a child we had a 
black kitten which I always wanted to play with, but 
she was too frightened and always ran away. One day 
with all sorts of cunning I got her into the nursery, 
but she hid under the cupboard and wouldn't come 
out. So I dragged the cupboard away from the waIl, 
and got more and more angry because she wouldn't 
let me fondle her, and then she hid under the table 
and I upset the table and broke two pictures on the 
wall and turned the whole room upside down and 
chased the kitten with a chair all around the room. 
Then my mother came in and asked me what I was 
doing, and I told her I only wanted to fondle that 
stupid kitten, and I got a terrible thrashing. But I 
had told the truth ... " (85, pp. 40-41) 

3.531 

Here the desperation of being rejected and unable to prove that 
he does not mean to harm leads to violence. 

3-5JI 
Now if, as Bateson did, one watches animal behavior for such 

contingencies, one finds that the only solution to this problem of 
signaling negation lies first in .£!emonstratiIlg...2r 1tt.Q.J;?Q~g the ~ 

~~ detEE!!_~~~l!!:!!_in .. I!~~,~c~a!~xLIl.KlE~.~o.. it~Q1!dl.!§.iQll:.. 
This interesting and only apparently "irrational" behavior can be 
observed not only in animal interaction but on the human level 
as well. 

We have observed a very interesting communication pattern for 
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the establishment of trust relationships between humans and bottle
nosed porpoises. While this may be a ritual developed "privately" 
by only two of the animals, it still provides an excellent example 
for the analogic communication of "not." The animals had ob
viously concluded that the hand is one of the most important and 
vulnerable parts of the human body. Each would seek to establish 
contact with a stranger by taking the human's hand into his mouth 
and gently squeezing it between his jaws, which have sharp teeth 
and are powerful enough to bite the hand off cleanly. If the 
human would submit to this, the dolphin seemed to accept it as 
a message of complete trust. His next move was to reciprocate by 
placing the forward ventral portion of his body (his most vulner
able part, roughly equivalent in location to the human throat) 
upon the human's hand, leg, or foot, thereby signaling his trust in 
the friendly intentions of the human. This procedure is, however, 
obviously fraught with possible misinterpretation at every step. 

On a poetic level, an essentially similar form of relationship, 
here between man and the transcendental, is expressed in the 
opening lines of Rilke's first Duino Elegy, where beauty is experi
enced as the negation of inherent, ever possible destruction: 

Who, if I cried would hear me among the angelic 
orders? And even if one of them suddenly 
pressed me against his heart, I should fade in the strength of his 
stronger existence. For Beauty's nothing 
but the beginning of Terror we are still just able to bear, 
and we adore it so because it serenely 
disdains to destroy us. (z:26, p. 21; italics ours) 

:;.532 

As the dolphin example suggests"" ritual may h~ the intermediary 
E.tQ!:ess between analogic and digital communication, si~~fatriig" 
"the message material but in ..:.:epedtive a~h;I~ner that 

-' h~gs 'betWeeilanatogue and s!mb~LThuswe-"can"otiSerVe-tllat
animals such as cats routinely establish a complementary but non
violent relationship through the following ritual. The "one-down" 
animal (usually the younger or the one outside his own territory) 
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throws himself on his back, exposing his jugular vein, which is 
taken in the jaw of the other cat with impunity. This method of 
establishing an "I shall not attack you" relationship seems to be 
understood by both; what is even more interesting, this coding has 
been seen to be successful in interspecies (e.g., cats and dogs) com
munication as well. Analogic materials are often formalized in the 
rituals of human societies, and as such material is canonized it ap
proaches symbolic or digital communication, revealing a curiOU!) 
overlap. 

On a pathological plane, the same mechanism seems to be opera
tive in sexual masochism. It would appear that the message "I 
shall not destroy you" is only convincing (and only allays, at "least 
temporarily, the masochist's deep fear of terrible punishment) by 
means of the analogic denial inherent in the ritual of humiliAtion 
and punishment that he knows will eventually but certainly stop 
short of the imagined dread . 

.3·54 
Those familiar with symbolic logic may by now appreciate that 

it is probably not necessary to prove the absence of all logical 
truth functions in analogic material but only a critical few. The 
logical truth function alternation (nonexclusive or), construed to. 
mean "either one or both," can be seen to be similarly absent from 
analogic language. While it is easy to convey the meaning "one or.· 
the other or both will do" in digital language, it is notimme
diately obvious how this logical relation could be inserted into 
analogic material; indeed, it probably cannot. Symbolic logicians 
(e.g., II9> pp.9-I2) have pointed out that to represent all the 
major truth functions (negati0Il' conjunction, alternation, implica
tion, and equivalence), two--negation and alternation (or, simi· 
larly, negation and conjunction)-are sufficient and, of the five, 
necessary to represent the reIIlaining three. According to this rea· 
soning, although we know armost nothing specific about the prag
matic importance of the absence of the other truth functions in 
analogic material, we can conclude that since these are but varia-
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tions of "not" and "or" they will not escape similar difficulties of 
translation. 

3·55 
Bateson and Jackson have hypothesized the importance of anal· 

ogic versus digital coding in hysterical symptom formation. Accord· 
ing to them, a converse process from those we have been discussing 
takes place, a retranslation, as it were, from already digitalized meso 
sage material back to the analogic mode: 

A converse-but much more complex-problem 
arises in regard to hysteria. No doubt this word cov
ers a wide range of formal patterns, but it would ap
pear that at least some cases involve errors of transla
tion from the digital to the analogic. Stripping the 
digital material of its logical type markers leads to 
erroneous symptom formation. The verbal "head
ache" which was invented as a conventional excuse 
for not performing some task may become subjec
tively real and be endowed with real magnitudes in 
the pain dimension. (Ig, p. 282) 

If we bear in mind that the first consequence of a breakdown in 
communication is usually a partial loss of the ability to meta
communicate digitally about the contingencies of the relationship, 
this "return to the analogic" appears as a plausible compromise 
solution.14 The symbolic nature of conversion symptoms and, gen
erally, their affinity with dream symbolism has been realized since 
the days of Liebault, Bernheim, and Charcot. And what is a sym· 

to Again. there is little difference between the behavior of individuals and 
nations. When serious tension arises between two countries the customary step . 
is to break off diplomatic relations, and consequently to resort to analogic 
corilmu:1ications like mobilizations, troop concentrations, and other analogic 
messages of this kind. What is so absurd about this procedure is that digital 
commu!1ication (diplomatic procedure) is broken· off at the exact moment when 
it is more desperately needed than ever before. The "hot line" between Wash· 
ington and Moscow may be prophylactic in this regard, even though its official 
rationale is only that of speeding up communications in times of crisis. 
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bol if not the representation, in real magnitudes, of something 
that is essentially an abstract function, an aspect of a relationship, 
as defined in s. 1.2? Throughout his work, C. G. Jung shows that 
the symbol appears where what we would call "digitalization" is 
not yet possible. But it seems to us that symbolization also takes 
place where digitalization is no longer possible and that this typ
ically happens when a relationship threatens to grow into socially 
or morally tabooed areas such as incest. 

3.6 

Potential Pathologies of Symmetrical and 
Complementary Interaction 

To avoid a frequent misunderstanding, it cannot be emphasized 
too strongly that symmetry and complementarity in communication 
are not in and by themselves "good" or "bad," "normal" or "ab
normal," etc. The two concepts simply refer to two basic categories 
into which all communicational interchanges can be divided. Both 
have important functions, and from what is known about healthy 
relationships we may conclude that both must be present, although 
in mutual alternation or operation in different areas. As we will 
try to show, this means that each pattern can stabilize the other 
whenever a runaway occurs in one of them, and also that it is not 
only possible but necessary for two partners to relate symmetrically 
in some areas and complementarily in others. 

3.61-SYMMETRICAL ESCALATtoN 

Like any other pattern of communication, these two have their 
potential pathologies, which will first be described and then illus
trated with clinical material. We have already suggested that in 
a symmetrical relationship there is an ever-present danger of com
petitiveness. As can be observed both in individuals and in nations, 
equality seems to be most reassuring if one manages to be just a 
little "more equal" than others, to use Orwell's famous phrase. 
This tendency accounts for the typical escalating quality of sym
metrical interaction once its stability is lost and a so-called runaway 
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occurs, e.g., quarrels and fights between individuals or wars be
tween nations. In marital conflicts, for instance, it is easy to ob
serve how the spouses go through an escalating pattern of frustra
tion until they eventually stop from sheer physical or emotional 
exhaustion and maintain an uneasy truce until they have recovered 
enough for the next round. Pathology in symmetrical interaction is 
thus characterized by more or less open warfare, or schism, in 
Lidz's sense (5). 

In a healthy symmetrical relationship the partners are able to 
accept each other in their respective "suchness," which leads to 
mutual respect and trust in the other's respect and amounts to 

realistic, reciprocal confirmation of their selves. If and when a 
symmetrical relationship breaks down, we habitually observe the 
rejection rather than disconfirmation of the other's self. 

is.62-RIGID COMPLEMENTARITY 

In complementary relationships, there can be the same healthy, 
positive confirmation of each other. The pathologies of comple
mentary relationships, on the other hand, are quite different, and 
tend to amount to disconfirmations rather than rejections of the 
other's self. They are, therefore, more important from a psycho
pathological point of view than the more or less open fights in 
symmetrical relations. 

A typical problem arises in a complementary relationship when 
P demands that 0 confirm a definition of P's self that is at vari
ance with the way 0 sees P. This places 0 in a very peculiar 
dilemma: he must change his own definition of self into one that' 
complements and thus supports P's, for it is in the nature of com
plementary relationships that a definition of self can only be main
tained by the partner's playing the specific complementary role. 
After all, there can be no mother without a child. But the patterns . 
of a mother-child relationship change with time. The same pattern 
that is biologically and emotionally vital during an early phase of 
the infant's life becomes a severe handicap for his further develop
ment, if adequate change is not allowed. to take place in the rela
tionship. Thus, depending on the context, th~ same pattern may 
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be highly self-confirming at one time and disconfirming at a later 
(or premature) stage in the natural history of a relationship. Be
cause of their greater psychiatric flamboyance, the pathologies of 
complementary relationships have been given more attention in the 
literature than their symmetrical counterparts. Psychoanalysis refers 
to them as sadomasochistic and views them as the more or less 
fortuitous liaison of two individuals whose respective deviant char
acter formations dovetail with each other. Among more recent and 
more interaction-oriented studies are Lidz's concept of marital skew 
(95), Scheflen's paper on the "gruesome twosome" (IJ6). and the 
concept of "collusion" in Laing's sense (88). In these relationships 
we observe a growing sense of frustration and despair in one or 
both partners. Complaints of increasingly frightening feelings of 
self.estrangement and depersonalization, of abulia as well as com
pulsive acting-out are very frequently voiced by individuals who 
outside their homes (or otherwise in the absence of their partners) 
are perfectly capable of functioning satisfactorily, and who, when 
interviewed individually, may appear very well adjusted. This 
picture often changes dramatically when they are seen together 
with their "complements." The pathology of their relationship 
then becomes patent. Perhaps the most remarkable study of the 
pathology of complementary relationships is the famous paper, 
"La folie a deux," written by two French psychiatrists nearly a 
hundred years ago. How small a claim we have to the originality 
of our approach is, for instance, documented by the following pas
sages from this paper. The authors first describe the patient and 
then continue: 

The above description belongs to the insane person, 
the agent who provokes the situation in "delire a 
deux." His associate is a much more complicated 
person to define and yet careful research will teach 
one to recognize the laws which are obeyed by this 
second party in communicated insanity . ... Once 
the tacit contract that ties both lunatics is almost set
tled, the problem is not only to examine the in flu-
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3.63 

ence of the insane on the supposedly sane man, but 
also the opposite, the il).fluence of the rational on the 
deluded one, and to show how through mutual com
promises the differences are eliminated. (9.2, p. 4; 
italics ours) 

As already mentioned briefly at the beginning of this section, 
symmetrical and complementary relationship patterns can stabilize 
each other, and changes from the one to the other pattern and 
back again are important homeostatic mechanisms. This entails a 
therapeutic implication, namely that, at least in theory, thera
peutic change can be brought about very directly by the introduc
tion of symmetry into complementarity or vice versa during treat
ment. We say "at least in theory" advisedly, for it is only too well 
known how difficult it is in practice to induce any sort of change 
in rigidly defined systems whose participants, it seems, would 
"rather bear those ills we have than fly to others that we know 
not of." 

3.64 

To explain the foregoing, here are three exerpts from so-called 
Structured Family Interviews (z59). AU three of them are in reply 
to the interviewer's standard question to the spouses: "How, of 
all the millions of people in the world. did the two of you get to
gether?" It should be made quite clear that the actual historic 
information contained in such an account is of only secondary 
importance. although it may be relatively accurate and may itself 
portray a symmetrical or complementary interaction which took 
place at that time. But it is not this historic information, often 
distorted by selective recall and wishful thinking, that is of interest . 
here. Thus in considering the first couple one is struck by the 
symmetry of their interaction while responding to the interviewer's 
question. The story of their meeting, as told by them. is only the i 
raw material, so to speak, which they manipulate in accordance 
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with the rules of their game of "one-upmanship." For them, and 
for us, it is not important what happened, but rather who has the 
right to say what to, ana about, the other.{In other words, what is 

v 
of the essence is nO,t the content but the relationship aspect of 
their communication~ 

1) The first is an eiample of a typical symmetrical Lt:J.Jerchange.15 
_._,.....,., .. """'." ..... _,.~'_w--'-

Transcript 

Int: How. of all the millions of peo· 
pIe in the world, did the two of 
you get together? 

H: We ... both worked in the 
same place. My wife ran a compo 
tometer, and I repaired compo 
tometers, and . • • 

W: We worked in the same build
ing. 

H: She worked for a firm which 
had a large installation. and I 
worked there most of the time 
because it was a large installa
tion. And so this is where we 
met. 

W: We were introduced by some of 
the other girls up there. 

(Pause) 

15 In the transcripts, the following a 
W = wife, Int = interviewer. 

Comments 

H speaks first, offering a unilateral 
summary of the whole story, thereby 
defining his right to do so .. 

W restates the same information in 
her own words, notsimply ... a.greeing 
with him, .but instead establishing 
s}:!!l~t.D' in regard to their discUSSiOn 
of this topic. 

H adds no new information, but sim. 
ply rephrases the same tautological 
sentence with which he began. Jhus, 
1!~ srf~tricallLm;m;hes'hher behav
ior 0 insistIng on his right to give 
this information; on the relationship 
level they are sparring for the "last 
'IY<?nt.:: H attempts to achieve this by 
the finality.of his second sentence. 

W does not let it drop; she."ffi@es 
his statement, reasserting her right to 
participate equally in this discussion. 
Thouf(h this new twist is just as pas
sive an interpretation as their "work
ing in the same builning" (in that 
neither is defined as having taken ini
tiative), she establishes herself as "a 
little more equal" by re'erring to "the 
other girls," a group in which she 
W:~S obviously the insider, not H. 1 

s pause ends the first cycle of sym.; 
rical exchange with no closure. ' 

are used: H = husband, 
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Transcript 

H: Actually, we met at a party, I 
mean we first started going to
gether at a party that one of 
the employees had. But we'd 
seen each other before, at work. 

W: We never met till that night. 
(Slight laugh) 

(pause) 

H: (very softly): Mhm. 

(Long pause) 

Int: But still, I have an image of 
dozens of people, or maybe 
more floating around; so how 
was it that the two of you, of 
all these people, got together? 

Comments 

Though somewhat softened and com· 
promising, this is a restatement which 
does not let her definition stadd. 

This is a direct negation, not merely 
a rephrasing, of his statement, indicat
ing perhaps that the dispute is begin
ning to escalate. (Notice however that 
"met" is quite an ambiguous term in 
this context-it could mean several 
things from "laid eyes on each other" 
to "were formally introduced"-so that 
her contradiction of him is disquali
fied; that is, she could not, if queried, 
be pinned down to it. Her laugh also 
enables her to "say something without 
really saying it.") 
H puts himself one-down by agreeing 
with her-overtly; but "mhm" has a 
variety of possible meanings and is 
here uttered almost inaudibly, without 
any conviction or emphasis, so the re
sult is quite vague. Even more, the 
previous statement is so vague that it 
is not dear what an agreement with 
it might mean. In any case, he does 
not go further, nor does he assert still 
another version of his own. So they 
reach the end of another round, again 
marked by a pause which seems to 
signal that they have reached the dan
ger point (of open contradiction and 
conflict) and are prepared to end the 
discussion even without closure of the 
content aspect. 
Interviewer intervenes to keep the dis
cussion going. 

H: She was one of the prettier ones H makes a strong "one-up" move; 
up there. (Slight laugh) (Pause) this dubious compliment places her in 

comparison with the others, with him 
as the judge. 
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Transcript 

W: (faster): I don't know, the main 
reason I started going with him 
is because the girls-he had 
talked to some of the other girls 
before he talked to me, and told 
them he was interested in me, 
and they more or less planned 
this party, and that's where we 
met. 

H: Actually the party wasn't 
planned for that purpose-

W: (interrupting): No, but it was 
planned for us to meet at the 
party. Meet formally, you might 
say. In person. (Slight laugh) 
We'd worked together, but I 
didn't make a habit of .•. well, 
I was around sixty women there, 
and ten or twelve men, and 1 
didn't make it a habit of-

B: (overlapping): She was certainly 
backward-bashful type of work
er as far as associating with uh, 
uh strange men on the place, 
yeah but the women knew it. 
(Pause) And I was Hirtin' with 
lots of 'em up there (slight 
laugh). Nothing meant by it I 
guess, but just .•. (sigh) just 
my nature I guess. 

Comments 

She matches his condescension with 
her own version: she was only inter
ested in him because he was inrtially 
interested in her. (The subject around 
which their symmetry is defined has 
shifted from whose version of their 
meeting will be told and allowed to 
stand to who got the trophy, so to 
speak, in their courtship.) 

A straightforward rejection of her def
inition. 

After agreeing with his correction, W 
repeats what she has just said. Her 
nonpersonal formulation has been 
weakened, and she now relies on a 
straight self-definition ("1 am this 
kind of a person .. ,"), an unassail
able way to establish equality. 

H gives a symmetrical answer based 
on his "nature," and another round 
ends. 

This couple sought help because they feared that their constant 
bickering might hurt their children. As could almost be' predicted 
from the above excerpt, they also mentioned difficulties in their 
sexual relation, where, of course, their inability to relate comple
mentarily made itself particularly felt. 

2) The couple in the next example participated in a research 
project involving randomly selected families. It was generally felt 
by the investigators that they were emotionally quite distant and 
that the wife showed a good deal of depression. Their interaction 
is typically complementary, with husband in the "one-up" and 
wife in the "one-down" position. But, as already explained in the 
previous chapter, these terms must not be taken as indicators of 
relative strength or weakness. Quite obviously, this woman's am-
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nesia and helplessness make it not only possible for him to play 
the role of the strong, realistic male, but they are also the very 
factors against which his strength and his realism are quite power
less. Thus we are again confronted by the interpersonal impact of 
any emotional symptom in the wider sense. 

The excerpt starts a little after the interviewer has asked the 
standard question about their meeting and after the husband ex
plained that she had come to work in an office next to his. 

H: And-see, when'd yoU: start there? 
W: W-I haven't any i-
H: (interrupting):-seems to me it was about, I carne in 

October, the year before... and you probably 
started about ... February uh, January or February 
-probably February or March 'cause your birthday 
was in December, that same year. 

W: Mm, I don't even remember ... 
H: (interrupting): So I happened to send her some flowers, 

you see, when-our first date out. And that never
we'd never gone anywhere had we? 

W: (with short laugh): No, I was very surprised. 
H: And we just went from there. It was about a year 

later I guess we got married. Little over a year. 
Int: What did you . . . 
H: (interrupting): Although .T ane left the company very 

shortly after that. Mm, I don't think you worked there 
over a couple of months, did you? 

W: You know, I'm sorry, I don't remember a thing about 
(slight laugh) how long it was or when I went-

H: (interrupting): Yeah, a couple of months, and then 
you went back into teaching. (W: Mhm, mhm) 'Cause 
we-she found I guess that this war work was not con
tributing as much to the war effort as she thought it
was, when she went out there. 

Int: So you-you went to a school? 
W: Yes, I'd been working in it, before (Int: Mhm) I w~nt 

to work there. 
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lnt: And you continued the contact without interruption. 
(H: Oh yeah) What, uh, beside the fact that your 
wife is obviously attractive, what else do you think 
you have in common? 

H: Absolutely nothing. (Laughing) We never have-had 
'r we-(sharp breath). (Pause) 

3) The third example is taken from the interview of a clinically 
normal couple who volunteered for the same type of interview. 
Here it can be seen how they manage to maintain a warm and 
mutually supportive relationship by a flexible alternation of sym
metrical with complementary interchanges.16 Thus, even though 
some of the details of their account could conceivably be felt to 
be depreciatory of each other, these do not seem to threaten the 
stability of their relationship and the mutual confirmation of their 
roles. 

Transcript 

Int: How of all the miIIions of peo
ple in the world did the two of 
you get together? 

W: How did we ... ? 

Int: ... get together. 

W: Well ... 

H: (interrupting): Well, I'll tell you 
(W laughs, H joins in) 

W: Well, well, I'll tell it. Actually, 
I was working when I got out of 
high school, the Depression was 
on, so I got a job as a-ah, curb 
girl. I guess they used to call it 
then, and was . . . 

H: ... drive· in restaurant ..• 

Comments 

W starts to take over, thereby defining 
her right to do so. 

H takes over in a highly symmetrical 
maneuver. This is softened by their 
mutual laughter. 

W again takes over, rephrasing H ex
actly, then going a long way around 
to define the situation her way. 

W has gotten into trouble because 
"curb girl" could imply "street walk· 

1. An entirely different communicational contingency arises in the area of 
symmetrical and complementary interaction if a message defines the relation
ship as symmetrical and complementary at the same time. This is probably the 
most frequent and important way by which paradox can enter into human 
communication, and the pragmatic effects of this form of communicational in
consistency will, therefore, be taken up separately in Chapter 6. 
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Transcript 

W: ... working at-in a drive·in 
restaurant 'til I found another 
job. And he was working . . 

H: I picked her up. 

W: Actually, I think he did. (Both 
laugh) 

H: That's about it. 

W: But he was real bashful. He was 
the bashful type, and I thought, 
well-

H: I've gotten over that-she says
I don't know. 

W: So, so I felt ... 

H: This is all-

W: _ .. he was harmless, so I-I 
did go home with him. 

Comments 

er." H rescues her by making sure it 
is clear where she was working and in 
doing so strongly defines the situation 
his way. Up to this point, their inter· 
action is symmetrical. 

W accepts his definition and carefully 
follows the correction of connotation 
he indicated. She accepts the comple. 
mentary one·down position. 

Complementary one·up. 

-Complementary one·down (accepts H's 
definition). 

Complementary one-up. Thus, the ear· 
lier symmetrical escalation has been 
cut off by a switch to complementar
ity and closure is possible; H sums up 
and the cycle ends. 
W switches to a one-up maneuver 
about his having picked her up. 

Complementary one-down. H accepts 
her definition of him as bashful, i.e., 
not only that he was not the aggres
sor, but that she is still the judge of 
this. ("She says-l don't know'') 

H: (overlapping): The fact of the H carries her interpretation even fur
matter is it was more or less of ther, and goes on to say that he didn't 
a dare because I was out with have a girl friend, that his friends 
another couple over a weekend were influential in his actions, etc. 
and we were discussing on the 
way back to town, why, we de-
cided it was high time that I 
found a steady girl friend. 

W: (laughing): And I just happened While the content sounds self-disparag-
to be there- ing and thus complementary one

down, in this context her statement 
mirrors H'g behavior in its passivity; 
W switches to symmetry. (Note the 
necessity of distinguishing between her 
motivation and the interpersonal ef
fect. so that symmetry can be based 
on one-downness as well as other 
forms of competition.) 
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Transcript 

H: So we stopped in at this place 
to have a root beer or something 
of the sort (both laugh) and 
there she was. So I-ah . . . 

W: That was it. 

3.65 

Comments 

H symmetrically states both their 
phrasings of the situation and again 
laughter permits closure. 

W tops it off-just as H did at the 
end of the first cycle with "That's 
about it." 

There are two points to be emphasized in the analysis of the 
preceding examples. Fi.!St, c0!lte!!!_~in,~~E.~t~l1ce as com
municational patterns eI!l~rge. A group of second- and third-year 
psychiairlcresidents rated the couple in the third example as much 
"sicker" than other, clinically disturbed, couples. Upon inquiry, it 
was ohvious that the basis of their judgment had been the relative 
social unacceptability of the meeting and the open "sparring" 
about details. In oth~Qrds tlteiL.el!0neous jUclzr:nentwas based 
on content rathefthanon the interaction of their account. 

More important, it should have become obvious that our analysis 
was of successive statements. No given statement in isolation can 
be symmetrical, complementary one-up, or whatever. It is the re
sponse of the partner that is of course necessary for the "classifica
tion" of a given message. That is, it is not in the nature ·of any 
of the statements as individual entities, but in the relation between 
two or more responses that the functions of communication are 
defined. 



Chapter 4 

The Organization of Human Interaction 

4.1 

Introduction 

The relatively isolated examples presented in the previous chap
ters served to present, specifically and immediately, certain basic 
properties and pathologies of human communication. These are 
the elements out of which the complexity of communication is 
built. In turning now to the organization of interaction (as this 
unit of communication was defined in s. 2.22), we will consider the 
patterning of recurring, ongoing communications, that is, the 
structure of communication processes. 

This level of analysis was implicit in earlier discussions, such as 
of cumulatively symmetrical or complementary interaction (s. 2.6 
and 3.6). Similarly, the "self-fulfilling prophecy" (s. 3.44) encom-' 
passes more than the particular punctuation of a unique commu
nicational sequence: repetition of this pattern of punctuation over 
time and over a variety of situations is a vital element. Thus the 

,concept of pattern in communication can be seen as representing 
repetition or redundancy 1 of events. As there are certainly patterns 
of patterns and probably even higher levels of organization this 
hierarchy cannot be shown to be limited. However, for the moment, 
the unit of study will be the next higher level than that of our 
previous discussion: the organization of sequential messages, first 

1 The relevance of redundancy and constraint to our concept of pattern has 
been discussed in detail in s. 1.4; it is only necessary here to emphasize that 
a pattern is information conveyed by the occurrence of certain events and the 
nonoccurrence of other events. If all possible events of a given class occur 
randomly. there is no pattern and no information. 
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in general and then with specific consideration of ongoing inter
actional systems. This chapter is primarily theoretical, with the 
complex problem of illustrating such macroscopic phenomena left 
mostly for Chapter 5. Thus, these two chapters have essentially the 
same relation (first theory and then illustration) as in Chapters 2 

and 3. 

4.2 

Interaction as a System 

I Interaction can be considered as a system, and the general theory 
of systems gives insight into the nature of interactional systems. 
General System Theory is not only a theory of biological, economic, 
or engineering systems. Despite their widely varying subject matter, 
these theories of particular systems have so many common concep
tions that a more general theory has evolved which structures the 
similarities into formal isomorphies.2 One of the pioneers in this 
field, Ludwig von Bertalanffy, describes the theory as "the formu
lation and derivation of those principles which are valid for 'sys
tems' in general" (25, p. 131). Von Bertalanffy has also anticipated 
the concern of those who will shrink at our eagerness to treat 
human relationships with a theory better known-which is not to 
say better suited-for application to distinctly nonhuman, notably 
computer, systems and has pointed out its faulty logic: 

The isomorphy we have mentioned is a consequence 
of the fact that in certain aspects, corresponding ab
stractions and conceptual models can be applied to 
different phenomena. It is only in view of these as
pects that system laws will apply. This does not mean 
that physical systems, organisms and societies are all 
the same. In principle, it is the same situation as when 
the law of gravitation applies to Newton's apple, the 

• As will be noted, our focus herein is limited to certain aspects of ongoing 
interactional systems, especially families. For a recent, comprehensive application 
of this frame of reference to living systems in general, see Miller's series (Io5), 
which signals the potentially fruitful integrative aspect of such an approach. 
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planetary system, and the phenomenon of tide. This 
means that in view of some rather limited aspects a 
certain theoretical system, that of mechanics, holds 
true; it does not mean that there is a particular re
semblance between apples, planets, and oceans in a 
great number of other aspects. (26, p. 75) 

Before any of the special properties of systems are defined, we 
should point out that the obvious and very important variable 
of time (with its companion, order) must be an integral part of 
our unit of study. Communication sequences are not, to use Frank's 
words, "anonymous units in a frequency distribution" (45, p. 510) 
but the inseparable stuff of an ongoing process whose order and 
interrelations, occurring over a period of time, shall be our interest 
here. As Lennard and Bernstein have put it: 

Implicit to a system is a span of time. By its very 
nature a system consists of an interaction, and this 
means that a sequential process of action and reaction 
has to take place before we are able to describe any 
state of the system or any change of state. <94, pp. 
13-14) 

4.22-DEFINITION OF A SYSTEM 

Initially, we can follow Hall and Fagen in defining a system as 
"a set of objects together with relationships between the objects 
and between their attributes" (62, p. 18), in which objects are the 
components or parts of the system, attributes are the properties ot 
the objects, and relationships "tie the system together." These 
authors further point out that any object is ultimately specified 
by its attributes. Thus, while the "objects" may be individual hu
mans, the attributes by which they are identified herein are their . 
communicative behaviors (as opposed to, say, intrapsychic attri
butes). The objects of interactional systems are best described not 
as individuals but as persons-communicating-with-other-persons. By 
pinning down the term "relationship" the present vagueness and 
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generality of the above definition can be considerably reduced. 
Conceding that there is always some kind of relationship, however 
spurious, between any objects whatever, Hall and Fagen are of the 
opinion 

that the relationships to be considered in the context 
of a given set of objects depend on the problem at 
hand, important or interesting relationships being in
cluded, trivial or unessential relationships excluded. 
The decision as to which relationships are important 
and which trivial is up to the person dealing with the 
problem, i.e., the question of triviality turns out to be 
relative to one's interest. (62, p. 18) 

What is important here is not the content of communication per se 
but exactly the relationship (command) aspect of human communi
cation, as defined in s. 2.3. I:I!~~!~s.tjQnaLS.}'Stems, then,~shall be two 

or more communicantsi11 the process of, or at the level of, defining 
the nature of their relationship.s 

4.23-ENVIRONMENT AND SUBSYSTEMS 

Another important aspect of the definition of a system is the 
definition of its environment; again, according to Hall and Fagen: 
"For a given system, the environment is the set of all objects a 
change in whose attributes affect the system and also those objects 
whose attributes are changed by the behavior of the system" (62, 
p. 20). By the authors' own admission, 

the statement above invites the natural question of 
when an object belongs to a system and when it be
longs to the environment; for if an object reacts with 
a system in the way described above should it not be 
considered a part of the system? The answer is by no 
means definite. In a sense, a system together with its 
environment makes up the universe of all things of 

• While primary emphasis will be on human communicants, there is no the
oretical reason to exclude the interaction of other mammals (9) or of groups, 
such as nations, which may interact much as two or more individuals do (12';). 
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interest in a given context. Subdivision of this uni
verse into two sets, system and environment, can be 
done in many ways which are in fact quite arbi
trary .... 

It is clear from the definition of system and envi
ronment that any given system can be further sub
divided into subsystems. Objects belonging to one 
subsystem may well be considered as part of the envi
ronment of another subsystem. (62, p. 20) 

The very elusiveness and flexibility of this system-environment or 
system-subsystem concept in no small way accounts for the power 
of systems theory in the study of living (organic) systems, be they 
biological, psychological, or interactional as here. For 

. . . organic systems are open, meaning they ex
change materials, energies, or information with their 
environments. A system is closed if there is no import . 
or export of energies in any of its forms such as in
formation, heat, physical materials, etc., and therefore 
no change of components, an example being a chemi
cal reaction taking place in a sealed insulated con
tainer. (62, p. 23) 

This distinction between closed and open systems can be said to 
have freed the sciences concerned with life-phenomena from the 
shackles of a theoretical model based essentially on classical physics 
and chemistry: a model of exclusively closed systems. Because living 
systems have. crucial dealings with their environments. the theory 
and methods of analysis appropriate to things which can be reason
ably put in "a sealed insulated container" were significantly ob
structive and misleading.· 

• An interesting and relevant example of the indirect effect on diverse disci· " 
plines of the meta theory most articulated by classical physics can be found in 
psychiatry: Pathologies of interaction were virtually unknown in the early oays 
of psychiatry with one exception, the folie Ii deu" and related symbioses (s. 3.62). 
These dramatic relationships were from the first considered interactior,al, not 
individual, problems and, as such, were little more than nosological freaks. 
Still, the fact that they were even admitted while many other relationship 
problems were ignored is intriguing, especially since we can now see that only 
the" folie Ii deu" fitted precisely the closed system model of the day. 
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With the development of the theory of hierarchically arranged 
open subsystems, the system and its environment need no longer be 
artificially isolated from one another; they fit meaningfully to
gether within the same theoretical framework. Koestler describes the 
situation as follows: 

A living organism or social body is not an aggregation 
of elementary parts or elementary processes; it is an 
integrated hierarchy of semiautonomous sub-wholes, 
c0nsisting of sub-sub-wholes, and so on. Thus the 
functional units on every level of the hierarchy are 
double-faced as it were: they act as whole when facing 
downwards, as parts when facing upwards. (87J p. 287) 

With this conceptual model we can easily place a dyadic inter
actional system into larger family. extended family, community, 
and cultural systems. Also, such subsystems may (with theoretical 
impunity) overlap other subsystems, since each member of the dyad 
is involved in dyadic subsystems with other persons and even with 
life itself (see Epilogue). In short, communicating individuals' are 
seen in both horizontal and vertical relations with other persons 
and other systems. 

4.3 

The Properties of Open Systems 

Thus we have shifted our discussion from the most universal 
definition of general systems to focus on one of two basic kinds of 
systems, the open system. Now some of the macroscopic formal 
properties of open systems can be defined as they apply to inter
action. 

4.3 I-WHOLENESS 

Every part of a system is so related to its fellow parts that a 
change in one part will cause a change in all of them and in the 
total system .. That is, a syst~ behaves not as ~ sim£!e coml?~ite 
of independent elements, but coherently and as an inseparaJ:?le 
whole. This characteristic is perhaps best understood in contrast 
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with its polar opposite, summativity: if variations in one part go 
n2! affect the other parts or the whole, then !hese parts are ind,e
pendent of each other and constitute a "heaE." (to use a term from 
systems literature) that is no more complex than the sum of its 
elements. This quality of summativity can be put on the other end 
of a hypothetical continuum from wholeness, and it can be said 
that systems are always characterized by some degree ot wholeness. 

While they were not at the time formalized into a meta theory, 
the mechanical theories of the nineteenth century can now be seen 
to have been primarily analytical and summative. "The mecl~. 
tic world-view found its ideal in the Laplacean spirit, i.e., in the 
conception that al!..phen0fi::1~~~"c::t:~ultima~!y~ates • of fortui
tous actions of elementary physical units" (.25, p. 165). Thus it will 
be that historical contrasts will provide the best examples. As 
Ashby has noted: 

Science stands today on something of a divide. For 
two centuries it has been exploring systems that are 
either intrinsically simple or that are capable of being 
analyzed into simple components. The fact that such 
a dogma as "vary the factors one at a time" could be 
accepted for a century, shows that scientists were 
largely concerned in investigating such systems as al
lowed this method; for this method is often funda
mentally impossible in the complex systems. Not until. 
Sir Ronald Fisher's work in the 'lW'S, with experi. 
ments conducted on agricultural soils, did it become 
dearly recognised that there are complex systems that 
just do not allow the varying of only one factor at a 
time-they are so dynamic and interconnected that 
the alteration of one factor immediately acts as cause 
to evoke alterations in others, perhaps in a great many 
others. Until recently, science tended to evade the 
study of such systems, focusing its attention on those 
that were simple and, especially, reducible. 

In the study of some systems, however, the com. 

124 



4·!JII 

THE ORGANIZATION OF HUMAN INTERACTION 4.311 

plexity could not be wholly evaded. The cerebral cor
tex of the free-living organism, the ant-hill as a func
tioning society, and the human economic system were 
outstanding both in their practical importance and in 
their intractability by the other methods. So today we 
see psychoses untreated, societies declining, and eco
nomic systems faltering, the scientists being able to do 
little more than to appreciate the full complexity of 
the subject he is studying. But science today is also 
taking the first steps towards studying "complexity" 
as a subject in its own right. (5, p. 5) 

Nonsummativity.... then, as a corollary of the notion of wholeness 
pr~ides a negative guideline for the definition of a system. A system 
cannot be taken for the sum of its parts; indeed, formal analysis 
of artificially isolated segments would destroy the very object of 
interest. It is necessary to neglect the parts for the gestalt and 
attend to the core of its complexity, its organization. The psycho
logical concept of gestalt is only one way of expressing the princi
ple of nonsummativity; in other fields there is great interest in the 
emergent quality that arises out of the interrelation of two or more 
elements. The most obvious example is supplied by chemistry, 
where relatively few of the known elements produce an immense 
variety of complex new substances. Another example would be the 
so-called "Moire patterns"-optical manifestations of the super
position of two or more lattices (U4). In both cases, the result is 
of a complexity for which the elements, considered separately, 
could never account. Furthermore, it is very interesting that the 
slightest change in the relationship between the constituent parts 
is often magnified in the emergent quality-a different substance 
in the case of chemistry, a very different configuration in the Moire 
pattern. In physiology, Virchowian cellular pathology contrasts in 
this regard with modern approaches such as Weiss's (I 6.2), and in 
psychology, classical association contrasts with Gestalt theory; so in 
the study of human interaction, we propose to contrast essentially 
individual-oriented approaches with communication theory. When 

U5 



PRAGMATICS OF HUMAN COMMUNICATION 

interaction is considered a derivative of individual "properties" 
such as roles, values, expectations, and motivations, the composite
two or more interacting individuals-is a summative heap that can 
be broken into more basic (individual) units. In contrast, from the 
first axiom of communication-that all behavior is communication, 
and one cannot not communicate-it follows that communication 
sequences would be reciprocally inseparable; in short, that inter
action is nonsummative. 

4·J12 
Another theory of interaction that is contradicted by the princi-

ple of wholeness is that of unilateral relations between elements, 
i.e., that A may affect B but not vice versa. Recalling the example 
of the nagging wife and the withdrawing husband (s. 2.42), it was 
seen that although an interactional sequence may be punctuated 
(by the participants or the observer) into a pattern of one-way 
causality, such a sequence is in fact circular, and the apparent 
"response" must also be a stimulus for the next event in this inter
dependent chain. Thus, to assert that person A's behavior causes 
B's behavior is to ignore the effect of B's behavior on A's subse
quent reaction; it is, in fact, to distort the chronology of events by 
punctuating certain relations in bold relief while obscuring others. 
Especially when the relationship is complementary, as in leader
follower, strong-weak, or parent-child relationships, it is easy to lose 
the wholeness of the interaction and break it up into independent, 
linearly causal units. Tbis fallacy has already been warned against 
in s. 2.62 and 2.63 and needs only to be made explicit in terms of 
long-term interaction here. 

4'32- FEEDBACK 

If the parts of a system are not summatively or unilaterally re
lated, then in what manner are they united? Having rejected these 
two classical conceptual models, we would seem to be left with 
what in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were t'freir 
disreputable alternatives-vague, vitalistic, and metaphysical no
tions which, since they did not fit the doctrine of determinism, 
were branded teleological. However, as already shown in s. 1.3. the 
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conceptual shift from energy (and matter) to information has finally 
led us away from the sterile choice between deterministic and 
teleological causal schemes. Since the advent of cybernetics and the 
"discovery" of feedback, it has been seen that circular and highly 
complex relatedness is a markedly different but no less scientific 
phenomenon than simpler and more orthodox causal notions. Feed
back and circularity, as described in detail in Chapter 1 and as 
illustrated repeatedly in Chapters 2 and 3, are the appropriate 
causal model for a theory of interactional systems. The specific 
nature of a feedback process is of much greater interest than origin 
and, frequently, outcome. 

4·33-EQUIFINALlTY 

In a circular and self-modifying system, "results" (in the sense 
of alteration in state after a period of time) are not determined so 
much by initial conditions as by the nature of the process, or the 
system parameters. SImply stated, this principle of equifinality 
means that the same results may spring from different origins, 
because it is the nature of the organization which is determinate. 
Von Bertalanffy has elaborated on this principle: 

The steady state of open systems is characterized by 
the principle of equifinality; that is, in contrast to 
equilibrium states in closed systems which are deter
mined by initial conditions, the open system may at
tain a time-independent state independent of initial 
conditions and determined only by the system param
eters. (27, p. 7) 

If the equifinal behavior of open systems is based on their inde
pendence of initial conditions, then not only may different initial 
conditions yield the same final result, but different results may be 
produced by the same "causes." Again, this corollary rests on the 
premise that system parameters will predominate over initial con
ditions. So in the analysis of how people affect each other in their 
interaction, we will not consider the specifics of genesis or product 
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to be nearly so important as the ongoing organization of inter
action.s 

This issue is illustrated by the changing conceptions of the (psy
chogenic) etiology of schizophrenia. Theories of a unique trauma 
in childhood gave way to the postulation of a repetitive though 
unilateral and statically conceived relationship trauma inflicted by 
the schizophrenia-producing mother. As Jackson has pointed out, 
this is only the first phase in a larger revolution: 

Historically the place of psychogenic trauma in etiol
ogy appears to be shifting from Freud's original ideas 
of a single traumatic event to the concept of repeti
tive trauma. The next step would be not who does· 
what to whom, but how who does what. Perhaps the 
next phase will include a study of schizophrenia (or 
schizophrenias) as a family-borne disease involving a 
complicated host-vector-recipient cycle that includes 
much more than can be connoted by the term "schizo
phrenogenic mother." (68, p. 184; italics ours) 6 

6 Cf. Langer, who has put the choice another way: 

There is a widespread and familiar fallacy, known as the "ge
netic fallacy." which arises from the historical method in philos. 
ophy and criticism: the error of confusing the origin of a thing 
with its import, of tracing the thing to its most primitive fOfm 
and then calling it "merely" this archaic phenomenon ..• e.g. 
words were probably ritualistic sounds before they were com
municative devices; that does not mean that language is now 
not "really" a means of communication. but is "really" a mere 
residue of tribal excitement. (1)1, p. 248) (Italics and quotation 
marks in original) 

• There is evidence to support such an equifinal view of psychopathology; 
Kant (82) and Renaud and Estess (12</) have found, respectively. no precipitat. 
ing traumatic factors in fifty-six consecutive cases of schizophrenia, and over· 
whelming reports of traumatic experiences in the life histories of men whc 
were considered psychiatrically normal. Noting that their normal group wal 
indistinguishable from clinical samples on this basis, Renaud and Estess go· or 
to say: 

Such a conclusion is not incompatible with basic assumptions 
underlying twentieth century behavioral science (e.g., that in 
substantial degree human behavior is a product of life experi
ence); neither is it in conflict with the basic proposition that 
the early years of human life are crucial for later development. 
This view does question, however, e1ementalistic conceptions of 

128 



THE ORGANIZATION OF HUMAN INTERACTION 4.4 

What has just been said about origins (etiology) can also be 
applied to the resultant clinical picture (nosology). To take schizo.. 
phrenia as an example again, there are two ways to understand 
this term; as the label for a fixed disease entity or for a mode of 
interaction. It has already been proposed (s. 1.65 and 1.66) that the 
behavior traditionally classified as "schizophrenic" no longer be so 
reified but rather be studied only in the interpersonal context in 
which it occurs--the family, the institution-where such behavior 
is neither simply result nor cause of these usually bizarre environ
mental conditions but a complexly integrated part of an ongoing 
pathological system. 

Finally, one of the most significant characteristics of open sys
tems is found in equifinal behavior, especially in contrast to the 
closed-system model. The final state of the closed system is com
pletely determined by initial circumstances that can therefore be 
said to be the best "explanation" of that system; in the case of the 
open system, however, organizational characteristics of the system 
can operate to achieve even the extreme case of total independence 
of initial conditions: the system is then its own best explanation, 
and the study of its present organization the appropriate method. 
010gy.7 

4.4 

Ongoing Interactional Systems 

We are now ready to consider more closely systems characterized 
by stability, the so-called "steady state" systems. To return to Hall 
and Fagen, "a system is stable with respect to certain of its variables 
if these variables tend to remain within defined limits" (62, p. 113). 

4.41-0NGOING RELATIONSHIPS 
"Ii 

Almost inevitably such a level of analysis turns the focus to 
ongoing relationships, that is, to those which are (1) important to 
both parties and (2) long-lasting; generalized examples are friend-

simple, direct causal relations insistently presumed to exist be-
tween certain kinds of events and later development of mental 
illness. (124, p. 801) 

? The same point has been made by writers as scientific as Wieser (167, p. 321) 
and as facetious yet realistic as C. Northcote Parkinson (u.s). 

129 



4.411 PRAGMATICS OF HUMAN COMMUNICATION 

ships, some business or professional relationships, and, especially, 
marital and familial relationships (73). Besides their practical im
portance as sodal or cultural institutions, such vital-groups-with
histories are of particular heuristic significance to the pragmatics 
of communication. Under the above conditions there is not only 
the opportunity but the necessity for repetition of cOlr.municational 
sequences leading to the long-range consequences of the axioms and 
pathologies previously discussed. Stranger groups or chance en
counters may provide interesting idiosyncratic material, but unless 
one is interested in singular, artificial, or novel phenomena, such 
interaction is not so valuable as that of a "natural" network in 
which we assume the properties and pathologies of human com
munication will be manifested with clearer pragmatic impact.s 

4·4II 
The question usually arises, why does a given relationship exist? 

That is, why, especially in the face of pathology and distress, do 
these relationships ultimately perdure, with the participants not 
only not leaving the field but-more positively stated-accommo
dating themselves to a continuation of the relationship? The ques
tion evokes answers based on motivation, need satisfaction, sodal or 
cultural factors, or other determinants which, while clearly impli
cated, are tangential to the present exposition. Still, the issue can
not be summarily dismissed, and in fact we have already suggested, 
with Buber and others, the importance of confirmation as a social 
purpose (s. 3.331). 

However, since our aim is intensive rather than extensive, it is 
necessary to explore the interactional explanations first, before the 
integration of premises from other frames of reference. Thus, we 
will hold with an answer which is descriptive rather than explana· 
tory,D that is, on how and not why the interactional system oper 

• This is not to deny eithcir the usefulness or possibility of experlmenta 
(that is, controlled) investigation of these phenomena, although as Bateson (.rI) 
Haley (59), Scheften (1J8, 1J9). and Schelling (140) have suggested in widel 
differing contexts, such experimentation is likely to be of a fundamentally nel 
order. See also Ashby's comments in s. 4.31. 

• For example, phenomenologically the ongoing relationship can be seen as 
mixed· motive nonzero-sum game (140) in which any solution within the reI! 
tionship seems preferable to any outside it. Such a model is proposed an 
illustrated in s. 6-446. 



THE ORGANIZATION OF HUMAN INTERACTION 4·42 

ates. A highly simplified analogy can be made to the operation of 
a favorite model. the computer. How the machine works can be 
described in terms of its language. feedback loops. input-output 
system, and so forth. The proverbial man from Mars could con
ceivably observe the operation of such a system long enough to 
understand how it works, but he still would not know "why," which 
is a different question and not a simple one. The coinputer may 
operate, ultimately, because it is plugged into a power source; it 
may operate in a certain manner because of the nature of its com
ponent parts; in the teleological sense, it may operate as it does 
because it was designed for a certain purpose. In the over-all view, 
the why of power and purpose (drive and need. in psychological 
terms) cannot be ignored; but neither can the nature of the opera
tion. the how. Moreover. these issues can be considered separately, 
at least for the present, as are similar issues in other fields; a well
known discontinuity of models exists in physics: 

It may not be time, for example. to ask why elec
trons and photons act like particles as well as like 
waves and expect an answer; theoretical physics has 
not yet advanced this far. On the other hand, it is 
possible to ask whether a wave-like property could 
explain why a particle electron is restricted to certain 
orbits as it spins around the nucleus of an atom. (2, 

P· 269) 

4·42-LIMITATION 

One reason, as stated above, to take such a confined position is 
that there may well be identifi'able factors intrinsic to the commu
nication process-that is, aside from motivation and simple habit
that serve to bind and perpetuate a relationship. 

We can tentatively subsume these factors under the notion of the 
limiting effect of communication, by noting that in a communica
tional sequence, every exchange of messages narrows down the num
ber of possible next moves. At the most superficial extreme, this 
point amounts to a restatement of the first axiom, that in an inter
personal situation one is limited to communicating; the stranger 

131 



4.43 PRAGMATICS OF HUMAN COMMUNICATION 

who accosts or ignores you must be answered at the least by 
ignoring-behavior. In more complicated circumstances, the restric
tion of response possibilities is even narrower. It was shown, for 
instance, in s. 3.23, that given relatively few contextual modifica
tions of the stranger situation, a general outline of all possibilities 
could be given. Context, then, can be more or less restricting, but 
always determines the contingencies to some extent. But context 
does not consist only of institutional, external (to the communi
cants) factors. The manifest messages exchanged become part of the 
particular interpersonal context and place their restrictions on sub
sequent interaction (I44). To return to the game analogy, in any 
interpersonal game-not only the mixed-motive models mentioned 
above-a move changes the configuration of the game at that stage, 
affecting the possibilities open from that point on and thereby alter
ing the course of the game. The definition of a relationship as 
symmetrical or complementary, or the imposition of a particular 
punctuation, by and large restricts the vis-a-vis. That is. not only 
the sender but the relationship, including the receiver, is affected 
in this view of communication. Even to disagree, reject, or redefine 
the previous message is not only to respond but thereby to en
gender an involvement that need not have any other basis except 
the relationship definition and the commitment inherent in any 
communication. The hypothetical airline passenger of s. 3.23, who 
might choose to exchange banalities, could find himself increasingly 
involved-trapped, we would suggest, by his initial moves, however 
innocuous. Quasiclinical illustration will be found in Chapter 5. 
and examples of perhaps the most rigid limitation, that imposed 
by paradox, will be taken up in Chapter 6, where it will be sug
gested that interpersonal paradoxes are reciprocal and interlocking. 
so that what systems engineers call oscillation occurs, with both 
parties in a complex, untenable, yet apparently inescapable bind. 

4.43-RELATIONSHIP RULES 

With consideration of limitation phenomena, we can return to 
issues directly related to ongoing interactional systems. It will be 
recalled that in every communication the participants offer to each 
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other definitions of their relationship. or, more forcefully stated. 
each seeks to determine the nature of the relationship. Similarly. 
each responds with his definition of the relationship, which may 
confirm, reject, or modify that of the other. This process warrants 
close attention, for in an ongoing relationship it cannot be left 
unresolved or fluctuating. If the process did not stabilize, the wide 
variations and unwieldiness, not to mention the inefficiency of re
defining the relationship with every exchange, would lead to run
away and dissolution of the relationship. The pathological families 
so frequently seen in therapy arguing endlessly over relationship 
issues (s. g.gl) illustrate this necessity, though we suggest that there 
are limits even to their disputes and often very dramatic regularity 
in their chaos. 

Couples, .•. who may engage in wondrously var
ied behavioral ploys during courtship, undoubtedly 
achieve considerable economy after a while in tenns 
of what is open to dispute, and how it is to be dis
puted. Consequently they seem • . . to have mutu
ally excluded wide areas of behavior from their inter
actional repertoire and never quibble further about 
them. . . • (:;</. p. IS) 

This stabilization of relationship definition has been called the 
rule of tlle relationship by Jackson (:;!h 74); it is a statement of the 
redundancies observed at the relationship level, even over a diverse 
range of content areas. This rule ma~ regard sYIIpletry or comple
~arit~. a particular punctuation (such as scapegoating), ~ 
~_!ll1!tching intere:rsonal imperviousness (s. 3.35), or some 
other-undoubtedly many-aspects of the relationship. In any case, 
an extreme circumscription of possible behaviors along any partic
ular dimension into one redundant configuration is observed, which 
prompted Jackson further to characterize families as rule-governed 
systems (74). Obviously, this does not mean that a priori laws govern 
family behavior. Rather, as Mach has said for science in general, 

. . • rules for the reconstruction of great numbers of 
facts may be embodied in a single expression. Thus, 
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instead of noting individual cases of light-refraction, 
we can mentally reconstruct all present and future 
cases, if we know that the incident ray, the refracted 
ray. and the perpendicular lie in the same plane and 
that sin (XI sin f3 = n. Here, instead of the number
less cases of refraction in different combinations of 
matter and under all different angles of incidence, we 
have simply to note the rule above stated and the 
values of n,-which is much easier. The economical 
purpose is here unmistakable. In nature there is no 
law of refraction, only different cases of refraction. 
The law of refraction is a concise compendious rule, 
devised by us for the mental reconstruction of a fact, 
and only for its reconstruction in part, that is, on its 
geometrical side. (99, pp. 485-6) 

4.44-THE FAMILY AS A SYSTEM 

The family-rules theory fits the initial definition of a system as 
"stable with respect to certain of its variables if these variables 
tend to remain within defined limits," and in fact this suggests a 
more formal consideration of the family as a system. 

Such a model for family interaction was proposed by Jackson 
when he introduced the concept of family homeostasis (69). Observ
ing that the families of psychiatric patients often demonstrated 
drastic repercussions (depression, psychosomatic attacks, and the 
like) when the patient improved, he postulated that these behaviors 
and perhaps therefore the patient's illness as well were "homeostatic 
mechanisms," operating to bring the disturbed system back into its 
delicate balance. This brief statement is the core of a communica- . 
tion approach to the family, which can now be enumerated in 

terms of some principles' already introduced . 
.f.'HI Wholeness 

The behavior of every individual within the family is related to 
and dependent upon the behavior of all the others. All behavior is 
communication and therefore influences and is influenced by others. 
Specifically, as noted above, changes for better or worse in the 
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family member identified as the patient will usually have an effect 
on other family members, especially in terms of their own psycho. 
logical, social, or even physical health. Family therapists who re
lieve the labeled complaint are often faced with a new crisis. The 
following example is typical in principle, although it was selected 
because of the unusual clarity of the depiction of the complaint. 

A couple enters marriage therapy at the insistence of the wife, 
whose complaint appears more than justified: her husband, a neat, 
likable, and mentally alert young man has somehow managed to 
complete grammar school without ever learning to read or write. 
During his military service he also successfully withstood a special 
remedial course for illiterate soldiers. After his discharge he started 
work as a laborer and was precluded from any advancement or pay 
raise. The wife is an attractive, energetic, and extremely conscien
tious person. As a result of her husband's illiteracy she carries the 
burden of the family responsibilities and on many occasions has to 
drive her husband to new work sites because he cannot read street 
signs or city maps. 

Relatively soon in the course of therapy the husband enrolls in 
an evening course for illiterates, enlists his father's help as a kind 
of study supervisor, and acquires a rudimentary reading proficiency. 
From a therapeutic point of view everything seems to proceed ex
tremely well, when one day the therapist receives a telephone call 
from the wife, informing him that sh~ would no longer come to 
the joint sessions and that she had filed for divorce. As in the old 
joke, "the operation was a success, but the patient died." The 
therapist had overlooked the interactional nature of the presenting 
complaint (illiteracy), and by removing it had altered their com
plementary relationship, although this outcome was exactly what 
the wife had expected from therapy in the first place. 
4.442 Nonsummativity 

The analysis of a family is not the sum of the analyses of its indi
vidual members. There are characteristics of the system, that is, 
interactional patterns, that transcend the qualities of individual 
members-for instance, the complements of s. 3.62 or the mutually 
double-binding communication to be described in s. 6.432. Many of 
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the "individual qualities" of members, especially symptomatic be
havior, are in fact particular to the system. For example, Fry (52) 
has concisely and clearly examined the marital context in which a 
group of patients exhibited a syndrome of anxiety, phobias, and 
stereotyped avoidance behavior. In no case was there a successfully 
functioning spouse, but of even more interest to the present theory 
is the subtle and pervasive interlocking of behavior seen in each 
couple. Fry notes that 

the spouses reveal, upon careful study, a history of 
symptoms closely resembling, if not identical to, the 
symptoms of the patient. Usually they are reluctant to 
reveal this history. For example, a wife was not only 
unable to go out alone, but even in company she 
would panic if she entered a brightly lighted and/or 
crowded place or had to stand in line. Her husband 
disclaimed any emotional problems of his own at first, 
but then revealed he experienced occasional episodes 
of anxiety and so avoided certain situations. The situ
ations he avoided were: being in crowds, standing in 
line, and entering brightly lighted public places. How
ever, both marriage partners insisted the wife should 
be considered the patient because she was more afraid 
of these situations than he was. 

In another case the wife was labeled the patient 
because she was afraid of enclosed places and could 
not ride in elevators. Therefore, the couple could not 
visit a cocktail lounge on the top of a tall building. 
However, it was later revealed that the husband had 
a fear of high places which he never needed to face 
because of the marital agreement that they never went 
to the tops of buildings because of the wife's fear of 
elevators. l.5z, p . .248) 

The author goes on to suggest that the patient's symptoms seem to 
be protective of the spouse, and in support of this notes that the 
onset of symptoms typically correlates with a change in the spouse's 
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life situation, a change that might be anxiety-producing for the 
spouse: 

[A] lawyer. with a previously rather desultory employ
ment history, was given a better position in another 
city. He uprooted his family and took the position, 
which was unusual self-assertion for him. At this time 
the couple also began to sleep in the same bedroom 
again after sleeping in different rooms for over a year. 
The wife developed severe anxiety attacks and was 
unable to venture forth from the new house. 

[A] city employee, on a small salary, largely completed 
building a rather elaborate house by himself. His wife 
shortly developed anxiety attacks which kept her at 
home. Another husband finally received his graduate 
degree and obtained a job. His wife, who had previ
ously been supporting him, collapsed with anxiety. 
(52~ pp. 249-50) 

The interactional pattern and problem characteristic of such cou
ples Fry calls "dual control," that is. 

The patient's symptoms put her in the position, as 
the ailing member, to demand that the marriage part
ner always be at her beck and call and do what she 
says. The partner cannot make a move without con
sulting the patient and clearing it with her. Yet at the 
same time the patient is constantly supervised by the 
spouse. He may have to be near the telephone so she 
can contact him, but he is also checking up on all her 
activities. Both patient and spouse will often report 
that the other is always getting his or her own way. 

The patient's difficulties function to permit the 
spouse to avoid many situations in which he might 
experience anxiety or other discomfort, without being 
confronted with the possibility of symptoms. She can 
be an elaborate excuse for him. He may avoid social 
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life, ostensibly because the patient is uneasy. He may 
limit his work, ostensibly because he must attend the 
ailing patient. He may deal inadequately with his 
children because of his withdrawal and over-reaction 
tendencies. But he is spared self-confrontation by the 
suspicion that the children's problems are caused by 
the patient's symptoms. He may avoid sexual experi
ences with the patient ostensibly because she is ill and 
wouldn't be up to it. He may be uneasy about being 
alone but since the patient is afraid to be alone, he 
can always have her with him without it being empha
sized that he has this symptom. 

The discontented patient may indicate some desire 
for an extramarital relationship, but her phobia symp
toms prevent her association with other men. Because 
of his personality characteristics and his reaction to 
the patient's illness, an affair does not become a seri
ous possibility for the spouse. Both the patient and 
spouse are relatively protected from this exigency by 
the patient's symptoms. 

Usually the marriage is miserable and the couple 
distant and discontented, but the symptoms function 
to keep the couple united. This type of marriage 
might be called a compulsory marriage. . . . 

As long as the symptoms persist, there is no way out 
of this dilemma. The patient, uneasy about whether 
her spouse wants her, demands more and more that 
he stay with her-because she is sick. He stays with 
her, but this does not reassure her because he is appar
ently staying with her because of the illness, not be
cause he wants to be with her. Since he feels compelled 
to associate with her for the sake of her illness, he can 
never reassure her or himself that he might voluntar
ily seek her company. 

The spouse cannot resolve this problem. If he stays 
with the patient, it seems to be only because she is so 
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ill. If he leaves her, he is a cad who does not care for 
her misfortune. Furthermore, if he left her or if she 
recovered, he would have to face his own anxiety and 
his symptoms. He cannot be openly sympathetic be
cause of his resentment, nor openly unsympathetic. 
The patient, in turn, cannot be appreciative of the 
sacrifices the husband makes for her, nor can she be 
openly unappreciative of them. (52, pp. 250-2) 

4.443 Feedback and Homeostasis 

4·443 

Inputs (actions of family members or of the environment) intro
duced into the family system are acted upon and modified by the 
system. The nature of the system and its feedback mechanisms 
must be considered as well as the nature of the input (equifinality). 
Some families can absorb large reverses and even turn them into 
rallying points; others seem unable to handle the most insignificant 
crises. Still more extreme are those families of schizophrenic pa
tients who seem unable to accept the inevitable man.ifestations of 
maturity in their child, and who counteract these "deviations" by 
labeling them sick or bad. Laing and Esterson (go) describe the 
reaction of the mother ("Mrs. Field") of a fifteen-year-old schizo
phrenic ("June") to the daughter'S increased independence. From 
age two until ten, June had suffered a congenital dislocation of 
the hip, which required elaborate and cumbersome corrective de
vices and which almost totally restricted her activities. 

Mother: Oh, yes, she was always with me, al
ways. Well naturally I wouldn't 
leave her because of her irons in case 
she fell or anything. She did fall as 
a matter of fact, she knocked her 
front teeth out. But she played with 
the other children too you see . . . 
we all used to take June out because 
I always took her everywhere with 
me, always. Naturally I would. I 
didn't ever leave her. You see when 
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June was in plaster I didn't put her 
on the ground because the plaster 
would have been quickly worn out 
(smiling). I put her on the bed, you 
see, like that (demonstrates)-and 
then I had-she had a good leather 
straps on because she's always been 
a very strong child and I had a dog
lead there and a dog-lead there. then 
June could move freely up and 
down and across, not very far, but 
always up and down. And she 
jumped on this bed so hard that 
(laughing) in a matter of two years 
all the springs had gone. She wasn't 
there all the time because as I say I 
always took her out with me. And 
then we used to put her in the gar
den and I put her on the ground in 
the garden under the trees if it was 
summer time, on the rug you see, and 
I tied her to the tree which meant 
that June could get all round the 
tree but not on the concrete. Because 
the plaster's-well they're not so ter
ribly strong, you know what friction 
is on concrete, they very quickly go 
through. And you see there was this 
bar between, it was a butterfly plaster 
and each time it extended more. 
And once she got it off, of course 
June used to get hold of this plaster 
you see, this bar, and really almost 
rock herself on it, she could do, quite 
easily. And early one morning she 
got it out, I had to take her back to 
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hospital to have another one put in. 
As I say, she was always a boisterous 
child, she's always been such a happy 
little girl-haven't you June? 

June: Mmm 
Mother: Yes you have dear. 

Mrs. Field's story was told in a cheerful brisk man
ner. As much is revealed in the manner of telling as 
in the remarkable content .•.. 

Not only does Mrs. Field never express one word to 
the effect that June might have been a painful sight 
at times to her mother, as well as "lovely"; unhappy, 
wretched, miserable perhaps, as well as very happy; 
quiet as well as boisterous; and not necessarily always 
affectionate, but her repertoire of positive attributes 
never varies. This picture of June up to the age of 
fourteen is held with certitude and with rigidity, and 
is surely an extraordinarily constricted view of any hu
man being. It is impervious to direct confrontations 
from June to the contrary. Powerful pressure is put 
on June to accept this picture as her own. and attacks 
are made on her life if she dissents. It is timeless. As 
Mrs. Field says repeatedly: "That isn't my June. I 
can't understand June now. She was always a very 
happy child. She was always a very boisterous child." 
(go, pp. 135-6) 

4·443 

Note the denial of any evidence to the contrary. When evidence 
began to come from June herself, however, the dyad entered a new 
phase, characterized by Mrs. Field's massive efforts to counteract 
the changes, efforts which increasingly took the form of labeling 
June as sick: 

In the summer before the winter of her admission, 
June was separated from her mother for the first time 
since admission to hospital for six weeks at the age of 
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two, for her hip condition. This was when she went to 
a girls' camp run by the Church. Alone of all the girls' 
mothers, Mrs. Field accompanied June to the camp. 
During the month she was away. she made a number 
of discoveries about herself and others and unhappily 
fell out with her best friend. She became aware of 
herself sexually with much greater force than before. 

In her mother's view. when she came back from 
camp she was "not my June. I did not know her." 

The following is a list of June's qualities before and 
after her separation from her mother, as described by 
Mrs. Field. 

BEFORE 

a lovely girl 

a very happy girl 
boisterous 
always told me everything 

would sit in room at night 
with mother, father. and 
grandad 

used to love to play cards 
with mother, father, and 
grandad 

worked too hard at school 

was always obedient 

was well-mannered 

believed in God 

was good 

AFTER 

looked hideous 
put on terrible make-up 
had got fat 
was unhappy 
withdrawn 
wouldn't tell me her 

thoughts 
went to her own room 

preferred to read, or played, 
but without spirit 

worked less hard-didn't 
work hard enough 

became truculent and insol
ent (e.g., called mother a 
liar 011 one occasion) 

gobbled her food 
wouldn't wait at table until 

everyone was finished 
said she didn't believe in 

God; said she has lost 
faith in human nature 

looked at times evil 

Her mother was very alarmed at these changes and 
between August and December had consulted two 
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doctors and her head mistress about her. None of 
these other people saw anything abnormal in June, 
nor did her sister or her father. However, Mrs. Field 
could not leave her alone. 

It is important to realize that Mrs. Field's picture 
of June was, of course, never true. June's whole life 
was totally unknown to her mother. She felt shy and 
self-conscious, unsure of herself, but big for her age 
and active in swimming and other sports that she had 
undertaken to master her prolonged childhood crip
pled condition (she was not finally out of calipers 
until she was ten years old). Although active, she was 
not independent for, as she told us, she had largely 
complied with her mother, and had seldom dared to 
contradict her. She did however begin to go out with 
boys when she was thirteen while pretending to be at 
Church Club. 

When she came back from camp, she began for the 
first time to give some expression to how she really 
felt about herself, her mother, her school work, God, 
other people, and so on, by ordinary standards, to a 
very subdued extent indeed. 

This change was actively welcomed by her school
teachers, was regarded with a certain amount of ordi
nary sisterly cattiness by Sylvia, and seemed part of the 
upset of having a daughter to her father. Only her 
mother saw it as an expression of illness, and felt con
firmed in this opinion when June began to become 
more withdrawn at home over the Christmas vacation 
and thereafter. 

This view held by her mother as to the events lead
ing to June's state of almost complete immobile pas
sivity can be put as follows: June was becoming 
ill from August onwards. She underwent insidious 
changes in her personality, becoming rude, aggres
sive, truculent. and insolent at home, while at school 

143 



PRAGMATICS OF HUMAN COMMUNICATION 

she became withdrawn and self-conscious. According 
to this view, a mother knows her own daughter best, 
and she may detect the beginnings of schizophrenia 
before others (father, sister, teachers, doctors). (go, pp. 

137-9) 

In this unusually intensive investigation, the period of hospitaliza
tion and recovery were directly observed: 

The phase in which June was clinically catatonic and 
in which her mother nursed her like an infant lasted 
three weeks, and was the most harmonious phase di
rectly observed by us in their relationship. 

Conflict only began when June, from our point of 
view, began to recover. 

In the period of recovery, almost every advance 
made by June (in the viewpoint of nursing staff, psy
chiatric social worker, occupational therapists, and 
ourselves) was opposed vehemently by her mother, 
who consistently regarded as steps back what to us 
and to June were steps forward. 

Here are a few examples. 
June began to take some initiative. Her mother 

expressed great alarm at any such show either on the 
grounds that June was irresponsible, or that it was 
not like June to do anything without asking. It was 
not that there was anything wrong in what June did, 
it was that she did not ask permission first. . .. 

[An1 example her mother gave that alarmed her was 
how June ate a threepenny bar of chocolate after 
breakfast, once more without asking .... 

June was allowed no pocket money by her parents, 
but was told that they would give her money if she ex
plained why she wanted it. Not surprisingly, she pre
ferred to borrow small sums from others. The smallest 
amount in her possession had to be accounted for. 
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This control was taken to extraordinary lengths. 
Once June helped herself to sixpence from her father's 
money-box to buy ice-cream, without asking him. He 
told her mother that if June was stealing, she was lost 
to him. Another time she had found a shilling in a 
cinema and her parents insisted that she should hand 
it in at the desk. June said that this was ridiculous and 
taking honesty too far as she herself would not expect 
to get a shilling back if she lost it. But her parents 
kept on about it all the next day and late that evening 
her father came into her bedroom once again to ad
monish her. 

The above examples can be multiplied many times 
over. They epitomize the intense reactions of her par
ents to june's emergent, but brittle, autonomy. Mrs. 
Field's ~erm for this growing independence was "an 
explosion." 

So far June has held her own. Her mother continues 
to express herself in extremely ambivalent terms 
over evidences of June's greater independence. She 
tells her she looks hideous when wearing ordinary 
make-up, she actively ridicules her expectancy that 
any boy is interested in her, she treats any expressions 
of irritation or exasperation on June's part as symp
toms of the "illness," or construes them as tokens of 
"evil." ... 

Dune] has to keep a tight control on herself how
ever because if she shouts, screams, cries, swears, eats 
too little, or eats too much, eats too fast, or eats too 
slowly, reads too much, sleeps too much or too little, 
her mother tells her that she is ill. It takes a lot of 
courage on June's part to take the risk of not being 
what her parents call "well." (,90, pp. 139-45) 

4·443 

It is when we come to the issue of feedback that a review of ter
minology is necessary for the clarification of the theory. The term 
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homeostasis has come to be equated with stability or equilibrium, 
n~nly as applied to the family but in other fields as well. But, 
as Davis (}6) and Toch and Hastod (I54) have emphasized, two 
definitions of homeostasis have existed from the time of Bernard 
on: (1) as an end, or state, specifically the existence of a certain 
constancy in the face of (external) change; and (2) as a means: the 
negative feedback mechanisms which act to minimize change. The 
ambiguity of this double usage and subsequent wide-ranging, often 
equally vague applications of the term have dulled its usefulness 
as a precise analogy or explanatory principle. It is presently clearer 
to refer to the steady state or stability of a system, which is gen
erally maintained by negative feedback mechanisms. 

All families that stay together must be characterized by some 
degree of negative feedback, in order to withstand the stresses im
posed by the environment and the individual members. Disturbed 
families are particularly refractory to change and often demonstrate 
remarkable ability to maintain the status quo by predominantly 
negative feedback, as Jackson 10 observed, and as Laing and Ester
son's example illustrates. 

However, there is also learning and growth in the family, and 
it is exactly here that a pure homeostasis model errs most, for these 
effects are closer to positive feedback. The differentiation of be
havior, reinforcement, and learning (of both adaptive and sympto
matic behavior), and the ultimate growth and departure of children 
all indicate that while from one view the family is balanced by 
homeostasis, on the other hand, there are important simultaneous 

]J) Cf. Jackson: 
It is significant in the development of family theory that it 

was the observation of homeostatic mechanisms in the families 
of psychiatric patients that led to the hypothesis of the family 
as a homeostatic, and eventually specifically as a rule-governed 
system. For [rules] become quickly apparent if one can observe 
the reaction to their abrogation and infer therefrom the rule 
which was broken. Tiresome long-tenn observation of the 
beaten path, with careful noting of possible routes which were 
not taken, can eventually yield a fair guess about the rules of 
the game. But the observable counteraction of a single devia
tion is like a marker to our goal. (74, pp. 13-14) 
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factors of change in operation,l1 and a model of family interaction 
must incorporate these and other principles into a more complex 
configuration. 

4.444 Calibration and Step-Functions 
Implicit in the above are a pair of more basic assumptions: of 

constancy within a defined range. The importance of change and 
variation (in terms of positive feedback. negative feedback, or other 
mechanisms) rests on the implicit premise of some fundamental 
stability of variation, a notion already shown to have been ob
scured by the dual use of "homeostasis." The more accurate term 
for this fixed range is calibration (I4). the "setting" of the system, 
which will be seen to be equivalent to the more specific concept 
of rule, defined above. The classic analogy to the household furnace 
thermostat will illustrate these terms. The thermostat is set, or 
calibrated, at a certain temperature for the room, fluctuations be
low which will activate the furnace until the deviation is corrected 
(negative feedback) and the room temperature is again within the 
calibrated range. Consider, however, what happens when the ther
mostat setting is changed-set higher or lower; there is a difference 
in the behavior of the system as a whole though the mechanism of 
negative feedback remains exactly the same. This change in cali
bration, such as changing the setting of a thermostat or shifting 
gears in a car, is a step-function (4). 

It should be noted that a step-function often has a stabilizing 
effect. Lowering the setting on a thermostat reduces the necessity 
for negative feedback and lightens the work and expense of the 
furnace. Also, more adaptive effects can be achieved by step-func
tions. The feedback loop of driver-gas pedal-speed of the car has 
certain limits in each gear, and in order to increase over-all speed 
or climb a hill, a recalibration (shifting of gear) is necessary. It 
appears that in families, too, step-functions have a stabilizing effect: 
psychosis is a sharp change that recalibrates the system and may 
even be adaptive (77; note also the catatonic period in the Laing 
and Esterson example above). Virtually inevitable internal changes 

:Ii Here, again, we can refer to Pribram's suggestion (8. 1.3) that constancy may 
lead to new sensitivities and necessitate new coping mechanisms. 
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(age and maturation both of parents and of children) may change 
the setting of the system, either gradually from within or dras
tically from without as the social environment impinges on these 
changes (with demands for higher education. military service, re
tirement, and so forth). 

In this light, the homeostatic mechanisms noted clinically by 
Jackson (69J 70) may in fact be even more complex phenomena than 
those discussed here. If certain homeostatic mechanisms typically 
occur in response to deviation from the family rules, then these 
constitute a higher-order pattern of breaking and restoring a pattern 
over larger uni ts of time. 

Applying this model to family life or larger social patterns such 
as law enforcement, we propose that there is a calibration of cus
tomary or acceptable behavior, a family's rules or society's laws, 
within which individuals or groups operate for the most part. At 
one level these systems are quite stable, for a deviation in the form 
of behavior outside the accepted range is counteracted (disciplined, 
sanctioned, or even replaced by substitute, as when another family 
member becomes the patient). At another level, change occurs over 
time, which we propose is at least in part due to amplification of 
other deviations, and may eventually lead to a new setting for the 
system (step.function). 

4.5 

Summary 

Human interaction is described as a communication system, 
characterized by the properties of general systems: time as a vari· 
able, system·subsystem relations, wholeness, feedback, and equifi
nality. Ongoing interactional systems are seen as the natural foclls 
for study of the long.term pragmatic impact of communicational 
phenomena. Limitation in general and the development of famHy 
rules in particular lead to a definition and illustration of the family 
as a rule-governed system. 



Chapter 5 

A Communicational Approach 

to the play 

"Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf?" 

"Go ask the poets"-S. Freud, Civ
ilization and its Discontents 

D.l 

Introduction 

The general problem of adequately illustrating the theory of in
teractional systems described in the previous chapter, as well as 
our choice of a fictitious system rather than actual clinical data 
(such as in earlier chapters), deserves some special comment. Hav
ing described a unit of recurring, ongoing processes with no single 
important incident or variable but rather redundant patterns over 
time and over a wide variety of situations, the first difficulty of 
providing examples becomes one of sheer size. In order to demon
strate exactly what is meant by the various abstractions that define 
a system-rules, feedback, equifinality, and so forth-an enormous 
number of messages, their analysis, and their configurations must 
be available. Transcripts of hours and hours of family interviews. 
for instance, would be prohibitively bulky and would be biased by 
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both the therapist's point of view and by the therapeutic context. 
Unedited "natural history" data would carry the lack of limits to 
unusable extreme. Selecting and summarizing is not a ready answer 
either, for this would be biased in such a way as to deny the 
reader the right to observe this very process of selection. The second 
major goal, in addition to manageable size, is thus reasonable inde
pendence of the data, that is, independence of the authors them
selves, in the sense of being publicly accessible. 

Edward Albee's unusual and well-known play seems to satisfy 
both these criteria. The limits of the data presented in the play are 
fixed by artistic license, though the play is possibly even more real 
than reality, a "fire in the soggy ashes of naturalism" (z45); and 
all the information is available to the reader. A consequence of 
this last fact is that many other interpretations can and have been 
made of this play, and indeed many are possible. Focusing on one 
interpretation, as here, does not imply disagreement with others. 
It is simply that our purpose is to illustrate the thesis at hand and 
not to exhaustively analyze the playas an independent unit. After 
a synopsis of the line of action, this chapter will follow as closely 
as possible the major section structure of Chapter 4, with at least 
the first decimal headings (5.2, .3, and .4) referring to their counter
parts in that chapter. 

5.11-PLOT SYNOPSIS 

This play, which according to one critic depicts "a limbo of 
domestic cantankerousness" (zo7, p. 58), has little concrete action. 
Most of its movement is contained in fast, detailed verbal inter
changes. Through these interchanges the communicational com· 
plexity of the four actors' interaction is more starkly developed 
than would perhaps have been possible if the author had relied 
more on "real" events in the orthodox dramatic sense. 

The entire play takes place during the small hours of a Sunday 
morning in the living room of George and Martha's house on a 
New England college campus. Martha is the only child of the 
college president, and her husband, George, is an associate professor 
in the history department. She is a large. boisterous woman of 
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fifty-two, looking somewhat younger; he is a thin, graying intel
lectual of about forty-six. They are childless. According to Martha, 
she and her father expected George, who came to the college as a 
young man, to take over the history department and eventually be
come the next president of the college. George never lived up to 
this expectation and has remained an associate professor. 

As the play opens, George and Martha are returning home from 
a faculty party held at the home of Martha's father. It is two 
0' clock in the morning, but, unbeknown to George, Martha has 
invited a couple they met at the party to join them. These visitors 
are Nick, a new man in the biology department, about thirty years 
old, blond and good.looking, and his wife, Honey, twenty-six, a 
petite, insipid, mousy blonde. As it is later revealed, Nick married 
Honey because he thought she was going .to have a baby, but her 
condition turned out to be a hysterical pregnancy, which of course 
disappeared as soon as they were married; and perhaps he was 
also motivated by thoughts of her father's wealth. Whether for 
these or other reasons, Nick and Honey maintain, to each other, 
an extremely overconventional style of communication. 

George and Martha have secrets of their own. There is above 
all their shared fiction that they have a son who is just coming of 
age, and a rule related to this imaginary child, namely that they 
must not disclose his "existence" to anybody. There is also a very 
dark chapter in George's earlier life. It appears that he accidentally 
fatally shot his mother and that a year later, while receiving driv
ing instructions from his father, he lost control Q£ the car and 
his father was killed; but the audience is somehow left wondering 
if this is not simply another fantasy. 

Act One is called "Fun and Games" and provides an introduc· 
tion to the older couple's style of verbal brawling and to their 
mythical son, as well as to Martha's (obviously stereotyped) seduc· 
tive attitude toward Nick. It is climaxed by Martha's scathing at
tack on George's professional failure. 

Act Two, "Walpurgisnacht" (Witches' Sabbath), begins with 
George and Nick alone in the room, almost competing in the 
revelation of confidences-George talking about the death of his 
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parents, although this is disguised as the sad life story of a third 
person, and Nick explaining why he got married. When the women 
return, Martha begins to dance brazenly with Nick for George's 
benefit and the first overtly labeled game, "Humiliate the Host," 
is played. Martha reveals to their guests how George's parents 
died, whereupon George attacks her physically. He then initiates 
the next game, "Get the Guests," and relates, to Nick's extreme 
mortification and Honey's horror, the secret of their shotgun mar· 
riage. In the bitter aftermath, Martha and George exchange chal
lenges and vow further battle. The next game becomes "Hump the 
Hostess" and leads to Martha's open seduction of Nick, whose 
ability to cooperate, however, turns out to have been impaired by 
the constant drinking, which has been going on since the early 
evening. 

Act Three, "Exorcism," opens with Martha alone, regretting yet 
complaining about her would-be infidelity. George has meanwhile 
prepared the last game ("Bringing Up Baby") and gathers the 
other three for this final round. He reveals the full story of the 
myth about their son and then announces to the helplessly en
raged Martha that the boy was "killed" in an auto accident. The 
nature of this exorcism dawns on Nick ("Jesus Christ, I think I 
understand this" [po 2361]). He and Honey leave, and the play 
ends on an exhausted, ambiguous note that makes it unclear 
whether George and Martha will go on playing th~ game of par
ents bemoaning the death of their only child in the prime of his 
youth, or whether a complete change of their relationship patterns 
has now become possible. 

5.2 

Interaction As a System 

The characters in this play, especially George and Martha', can 
be seen as comprising an interactional system, characterized, mu
tatis mutandis, by many of the properties of general systems. There 
is no harm in emphasizing once more that such a model is neither 

1 Page references, in brackets, are to the Atheneum edition (1). 
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literal nor comprehensive; that is, these characters, as those in 
real ongoing relationships, are not considered in any sense me- . 
chanical, automated, or completely defined by their interactional 
aspects. Indeed, the power of a model as a scientific device rests in 
this deliberately simplified representation and organization of the 
subject of discourse (2). 

5.21-TIME AND ORDER, ACTION AND REACTION 

Gregory Bateson defined social psychology as "the study of the 
reactions of individuals to the reactions of other individuals," add
ing, "We have to consider, not only A's reactions to B's behavior, 
but we must go on to consider how these affect B's later behavior 
and the effect of this on A" (ro, pp. 175-6). This is th.;. underlying 
principle of the present analysis. George and Martha are interesting 
individuals, but they will not be abstracted from theksocial context 
(which is, primarily, each other) and considered as "types." Rather 
the unit of analysis will be what goes on, sequentially, between 
them: Martha as she reacts to George and he to her. These transac
tions accumulate, over larger time periods, taking on an order that, 
though abstracted, is still essentially comprised of sequential proc
esses. 

5.22-DEFINITION OF THE SYSTEM 

An interactional system was defined in s. 4.22 as two or more 
communicants in the process of, or at the level of, defining the 
nature of their relationship. As we have tried to explain in the 
preceding chapters, relationship patterns exist independently from 
content although, of course, in actual life they are always mani
fested by and through content. If attention is limited to the con
tent of what people communicate to each other, then indeed there 
often seems to be hardly any continuity in their interaction
"time always starts afresh and history is always in the year zero." 
And so it is with Albee's play: for three painful hours the spec
tator witnesses a kaleidoscopic sequence of ever-changing events. 
But what is their common denominator? Alcoholism, impotence, 
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childlessness, latent homosexuality, sadomasochism-all these have 
been proposed as explanations of what is taking place between 
these two couples during the small hours of a Sunday morning. In 
his Stockholm production, Ingmar Bergman stressed "the christo
logical reference in the sacrifice of the son by the fa ther-the son 
who was a gift of the father to the mother, of heaven to earth, of 
God to mankind" (z09). As long as the content of communication 
is the criterion, all these viewpoints, contradictory as some of them 
are, appear justified to a certain degree. 

But Albee himself supplies an altogether different viewpoint. 
Act One is called "Fun and Games": games of relationships are 
being played throughout the play, and rules are constantly invoked, 
followed, and broken. They are terrifying games, devoid of all 
playful characteristics, and their rules are their own best explana
tion. Neither the games nor the rules answer the question why? 
As Schimel, -too, points out: 

It is appropriate that the first act is entitled "Fun and 
Games," a study of repetitious, although destructive, 
patterns of behavior between people. Albee graphi
cally represents the "how" of games and leaves the 
"why" up to the audience and critics. (I4 I , p. 99; 
italics ours) 

It little matters then if, for instance, George is really an academic 
failure and for the reasons Martha describes, or if Nick is really 
the Scientist of the Future who ·threatens history and historians. 
Consider, for instance, the latter-George's frequent referen~es 

[e.g., pp. 36-40, 65-68] to history and the biology of the future 
(eugenics, conformity). This may be seen as a personal, rather peev
ish preoccupation, as he terms it; as social commentary: even as 
an allegory of the struggle of traditional Western man (GeoTge) 
against the wave of the future (Nick), with the "Earth Mother" 
(as Martha calls herself [po 189]) as the prize; or as all of these and 
more. But seen in terms of George and Nick's relationship, this 
topic is another "bean bag" (as George later describes the mythical 
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son [po 98]), that is, a toy, often a missile-the medium through 
which their game is manifested. In this sense, George's digressions 
on history and biology can be seen as provocations disguised as 
defense and, thus, as a very interesting communicational phenom
enon involving disqualification, denial of communication (with 
the effect of progressive involvement), and a punctuation that 
leads to a self-fulfilling prophecy in which Nick really does take 
George's wife. 

Similarly, it appears that George and Martha are so caught up 
in their relationship struggle that they do not take the content 
of their insults personally (in fact Martha will not permit Nick 
to call George the same things she calls him nor to interfere with 
their game [e.g., p. 190, p. 204]); they seem to respect each other 
in the system. 

5.23-SYSTEMS AND SUBSYSTEMS 

The main focus of the play, and of this commentary, is on the 
dyad George-and-Martha. They are, however, an "open system," 
and the concept of hierarchical structure is appropriate here. Each 
of them forms a subdyad with Nick and, to a far lesser extent, with 
Honey. Nick-and-Honey are of course another dyadic system which 
moreover stands in a notable relation to George-and-Martha by 
virtue of the formers' starkly contrasting complementarity. George, 
Martha, and Nick comprise a triangle of shifting dyads.2 The four 
as a whole are the total visible system of the drama, although the 
structure is not limited to the cast present but also involves, and 
on occasion invokes, the unseen son, Martha's father, and the 
campus milieu. Present purposes will not permit exhaustive classi
fication and analysis of all the possibilities, and we are left with 
what Lawrence Durrell (4I) called "Workpoints"-a virtual in
finity of revolutions and new views as other facets of the structure 
are elaborated; for example, Nick and Honey's peculiar comple
mentarity; Martha's aggressive boldness fitting Nick's narcissism; 

t In which any two are a unit against the third, as when Martha and Nick 
dance or otherwise mock George [e.g., pp. 130-6]. or George and Martha team 
up against Nick [e.g., pp. 196-7]. 
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George and Nick's tense rapprochement; 8 Martha and George's 
competition for her father; and so forth. 

As a final comment, it is instructive that Albee works almost 
exclusively with smaller units, at most shifting dyads into a tri
angle or (in the men versus women aspect and perhaps spuriously) 
two against two. The use of three or four units at once would 
probably be too complicated. 

5.3 

The Properties of an Open System 

The general characteristics of systems can be illustrated by re
stating them in terms of George and Martha's system, especially 
with contrast, for clarity, with individual approaches. 

5.3 I-WHOLENESS 

Ideally, we would describe the gestalt, the emergent quality of 
this cast of characters. Their relationships are both something 
more and something other than what the individuals bring, into 
them. That which is George or Martha, individually, does not ex
plain what is compounded between them, nor how. To break this 
whole into individual personality traits or structures is essentially 
to separate them from each other, to deny that their behaviors 
have special meaning in the context of this interaction-that in 
fact the pattern of the interaction perpetuates these. Phrased in 
other terms, wholeness is a description of the overlapping triadic 
links of stimulus-response-reinforcement described by Bateson and 
Jackson (I9) and discussed in s. 2.41. So instead of focusing on the 
motivations of the individuals involved, it is possible, at another 
level, to describe the system as workable, with any emphasis oil 
individuals directed to the appropriateness of their behavior to 

8 Which gives an interactional meaning to the title "Walpurgisnacht," in 
which George shows Nick the orgy [po 115] just as Mephistopheles showed 
Faust. 
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this system. All the conclusions of Chapter I-the Black Box ap
proach, consciousness versus unconsciousness, present versus past, 
circularity, and the relativity of "normal" and "abnorIDal"-should 
be kept in mind as corollaries of the principle of system wholeness. 

The unilateral view of this dyad is taken almost unanimously 
by journalistic reviewers, who seem to "favor" George as the victim 
in the situation. But the only difference between George's and 
Martha's recriminations is that he accuses her of strength while 
she accuses him of weakness. If the reviewers acknowledge his part 
in the battle at all, George is seen as resorting to his tactics after 
hard provocation. In our view, this is a system of mutual provo
cation that neither party can stop. It is, however, enormously diffi
cult to describe such circularity with the balance it justifies and 
requires, mostly because of the lack of an adequate vocabulary to 
describe mutually causal relations,4 and also because one must 
start somewhere, and wherever the circle is broken analytically, a 
starting point is implied. 

Because Martha's offenses are obvious and unmistakable and be
cause she so easily fits the stereotype of an emasculating harridan, 
George's actions tend to be more emphasized here. This is, of 
course, not simply to shift the blame, for blame is not the issue; 
it is rather that Martha and George both make her contribution 
obvious: it is, in fact, their shared punctuation that she is the 
active and he the passive one (though they put different values on 
activity and passivity, with George, for instance, seeing himself as 
restrained and Martha calling this weakness). But this is a tactic of 
their game; what should be seen as basic is that they are playing 
the game together. 

This emphasis on circularity will also neglect more than cur
sory mention of their individual redeeming qualities, although in 
fact both are quite bright and perceptive, both show compassion 
on occasion, and both seem aware, at different points, of the fear
ful destructiveness of their game and apparently want to stop it. 

• Maruyama has created the term "multilateral mutual simultaneous causal 
relations" (roo). 
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5·,32-FEEDBACK. 

The feedback processes in this perhaps simplified system corre
spond precisely to symmetry (positive, deviation-amplifying feed
back) and complementarity (negative, stabilizing feedback). The 
"everything you can do I can do better" format of symmetrical 
competition inexorably leads to more of the same, with increment 
piling on augmentation in runaway proportions. Conversely, a 
switch to complementarity in this system-acceptance, compliance, 
laughter, sometimes even inaction-usually brings closure and at 
least temporary surcease of struggle. 

There are, however, exceptions to this general pattern. As the 
tempo increases in both acrimony and cycle size (from brief, al
most playful banter to more significant and larger patterns such 
as "Humiliate the Host"), similarly larger deviation-corrections are 
required to counteract this tendency, and, as Martha and George 
demonstrate, their skills in conciliation contrast sadly with those 
for combat. Metacommunication, a possible stabilizer, proves to 
be subject to the same rule of symmetry (s. 5.43), and, instead of 
stopping the conflagration, further ignites it. There are even more 
problems when complementarity in the service of symmetry (5. 5.41) 
leads to paradox and further precludes resolution., 

In s. 5.42, the son myth will be considered as a strictly controlled 
paradigm of their system, with built-in homeostatic mechanisms of 
a different sort. 

5·33-EQUIFINALITY 

Considering a system as something developed over a period of 
time, achieving a certain state, or changing from one state to 
another, there emerge two very different ways to account for the 
present state. One common approach is to observe or, as is more 
common and necessary in human study, to infer the initial condi
tions (etiology, past causes, history) that presumably led to the 
present conditions. In an interactional system such as George and 
Martha's, these initial conditions may be either shared experi
ences in courtship or early marriage or, even earlier, they may be 
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individual personality patterns fixed in the early life of each or 
both. Of the former, a causal role could be assigned, for example. 
to Martha's accidental knockout of George, about which she 
says, "I think it's colored our whole life. Really I do. It's an excuse, 
anyway" [po 57]; or, less superficially, to the circumstances sur· 
rounding this event including the failure of George to materialize 
as "heir-apparent" to the father's presidency; or to Martha's loss 
of innocence and/or alcoholism (from "real ladylike little drinkies" 
to "rubbing alcohol" [po 24]) that George has long endured; or 
other such problems dating from the early history of their mar
riage. Of the individual "initial conditions," the possible explana
tions are even more varied}' George could be seen as a latent homo
sexual who despises Martha, using and subtly encouraging her 
affair with the beautiful young man (and, presumably, others) for 
his own vicarious satisfaction. Or, Martha and George with the 
fantasy son or Nick form a classic Oedipal situation, in which not 
only does Nick attempt to sleep with the mother and find himself 
impotent, unable to break the taboo, but also the maturing son 
is killed by the father in exactly the same manner in which George 
as a boy reportedly killed his own father [compare pp. 95-96 and 
p. 231]; further, his mock killing of Martha with the toy shotgun 
[po 57] duplicates the manner in which he is said to have shot his 
own mother [po 94]. These are only suggestions of possible direc
tions of analysis, in all of which the interaction is seen as deter
mined by previous, often individual, conditions which thus would 
make the best explanation of that interaction. 

Several comments have been made earlier (s. 1.2; 1.63; 3.64) about 
the nature and use of anamnestic data. and a trend toward a more 
complex conceptualization than one-to-one relationships between 
past and present has been commented on in the previous chapter 
(s. 4.33). So it will suffice here, as a critique of the above-described 
historical approaches. to note again that in this case, as in many
perhaps most-others in human study. the past is not available 

• But they are also clearly summative, with no explicit explanation of bow 
the other fits into the situation. 
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except as reported in the present and therefore is not pure content 
but has a relationship aspect as well. Occurring in an actual inter
action in present time, the past-aHepQn~~Lga~.E~_m~terhll.for 
the.pr.esent game. Truth, selection, and distortion are less impor
tant for the understanding of present interaction than how the 
material is used and what kind of relationship is defined. The 
view proposed here aims to explore the extent to which system 
parameters-the rules and limitations observed in the ongoing in
teraction--can account for both perpetuation and change in the 
system; that is the extent to which a lawfulness that does not de
pend on the past can be offered as an explanation of the system.6 

5.4 

An Ongoing Interactional System 

At this point, in order to illustrate what is meant by present 
interaction, a sketch of the rules and tactics of George and Martha's 
interactional game, as we see it, should be given; then some of the 
specific aspects of ongoing relationships can be considered. 

!).41 

Their game can be described as symmetrical escalation (5. 8Jh) 
with each keeping up with the other or trying to outdo. the other, 
depending on whose punctuation one accepts. This struggle is 
established at the very beginning when George and Martha run 
through several quick symmetrical escalations, almost as if prac
ticing, "merely ... exercising," as George claims [po 83]. The 
content is entirely different in each case, but their structure is vir
tually identical and momentary stability is reached by joint laugh
ter. For instance, at one point Martha tells her husband,. "You 
make me pukel" George considers this with facetious detachment: 

G This issue is not. at this stage of knowledge. a dichotomous one. where a 
choice must be made between total dependence or total independence of initial 
conditions. It is rather the simpler one of examining in some detail the power . 
of the reciprocal behavioral effects of a communication system such as the 
family. and questioning-no matter how they started-whether they can stop. 
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That wasn't a very nice thing to say, Martha. 
Martha: That wasn't what? 
George: ... a very nice thing to say. [po 13] 

Martha persists less elegantly: 

George: 
Martha: 

I like your anger. I think that's what I like about 
you most ... your anger. You're such a ... 
such a simp I You don't even have the ... the 
what? .... 
. . . guts? .. 
Phrasemaker! (Pause) [pp. 13-141 

Then they both laugh-at their teamwork, perhaps-and closure 
has been reached. Laughter seems to signal acceptance and so has 
a homeostatic, stabilizing effect. But it is by now apparent how 
pervasive is their symmetry, for even the slightest direetive by one 
precipitates further struggle, with the other immediately retaliating 
in such a way as to define his equality. Thus Martha tells George 
to put more ice in her drink, and George, while complying, likens 
her to a cocker spaniel always chewing ice cubes with her "big 
teeth," and they are off again: 

Martha: THEY'RE MY BIG TEETH I 
George: SOlrie of them . . . some of them. 
Martha: I've got more teeth than you've got. 
George: Two more. 
Martha: Well, two more's a lot more. [po 14] 

And George, quickly switching to a known vulnerability: 

I suppose it is. I suppose it's pretty remarkable 
. . . considering how old you are. 

Martha: YOU CUT THAT OUT I (Pause) You're not so 
young yourself. 

George: (With boyish pleasure . . . a chant): I'm six 
years younger than you are. . . . I always have 
been and I always will be. 

Martha: (Glumly): Well . . . you're going bald. 
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George: So are you. (Pause . . . they both laugh) Hello, 
honey. 

Martha: Hello. Gmon over here and give your Mommy a 
big sloppy kiss. [pp. 14-15] 

And another escalation starts. George sarcastically refuses to kiss 
her: 

Martha: 
George.: 
Martha: 

Well, dear, if I kissed you I'd get all excited ... 
I'd get beside myself, and I'd take you, by force, 
right here on the living room rug [. . . .] 
You pigl 
(Haughtily): Oinkl Oinkl 
Ha, ha, ha HAl Make me another drink . . . 
lover. [pp. 15-16] 

The subject now switches to her drinking, the escalation becomes 
bitter and leads into a power struggle over who is to open the door 
for the guests who have meanwhile arrived and keep ringing the 
bell. 

Note here that just as neither will take an initiative or command 
from the other, so neither does anything but command or con~rol. 
Martha does not say, "You can give me some more ice," much ~ss 
"May I please have . . . ?" but "Hey, put some more ice in my 
drink, will you?" [po 14]; similarly she orders him to kiss her and 
to open the door. Nor is she simply rude and ill-mannered, for not 
to act so is to put herself at a considerable disadvantage, as George 
shows later in the play with a welI-executed maneuver before their 
guests, after Martha has openly ridiculed him: 

George: (With a great effort controls himself . . .' then, 
as if she had said nothing more than "George. 
dear." . . .): Yes, Martha? Can I get you some· 
thing? 

Martha: (Amused at his game): Well ... uh ... sure, 
you can light my cigarette, if' you're of a mind to. 

George: (Considers, then moves off): No ... there are 
limits, I mean, man can put up with only so much 
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without he descends a rung or two on the old 
evolutionary ladder ... (Now a quick aside to 
Nick) . . . which is up your line . . . (Then 
back to Martha) . . . sinks, Martha, and it's a 
funny ladder . ~ . you can't reverse yourself ... 
start back, up once you're descending. (Martha 
blows him an arrogant kiss) Now . . . I'll hold 
your hand when it's dark and you're afraid of the 
bogey man, and I'll tote your gin bottles out after 
midnight, so no one'U see . . . but I will not 
light your cigarette. And that, as they say, is that. 
(Brief silence) 

Martha: (Under her breath): Jesusl [PP.5O-I] 

Similarly, if George is polite or otherwise accepts the one-down 
position, Martha either calls him spineless or, with some justifica
tion, suspects a trap. 

Part of a game is its tactics; though George's and Martha's styles 
differ greatly, each is highly consistent and, what is most important, 
their respective tactics interlock neatly. Martha is crass, overtly 
Insulting, and very directly, almost physically, aggressive. Her lan
guage is coarse, her insults seldom eloquent but always straight. 
Even her most pain-producing thrust ("Humiliate the Host") 
nmounts to a simple expose. 

George, on the other hand, adroitly sets traps, using passivity, 
Indirectness, and civilized restraint as weapons. While Martha in
IUlts him along customary lines (with vulgar epithets, or belaboring 
his professional failure), he invokes subtler values, insulting her 
IIrticulately and with control, but more often making certain that 
her behavior in insulting him does not go unnoticed. By quietly 
fl'llming it, he uses her behavior against her as if with a mirror, 
cldicately turning it back on her-as above. "That wasn't a very 
nice thing to say, Martha," or, with clearer instigation, when he 
mimics the simperin~ Honey: 

Hee, hee, hee, hee. 
Martha: (Swinging on George): Look, muckmouth ... 

you cut that outl 
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George: (Innocence and hurt): Martha! (To Honey and 
Nick) Martha's a devil with language; she really 
is. [po 21] 

It would have been quite effective, perhaps, if Martha had said 
nothing and let George's rudeness show instead. But she does not 
use his very tactic, as he must know she will not, and he takes her 
neatly. Clearly, the behavior of each is predicated on that of the 
other, with Martha's insults turned into barbs that make her howl 
the 101lder.7 Thus they fight at entirely different levels, so closure 
or resolution is effectively prevented: the tactics themselves serve 
not only to implement but to perpetuate the game. 

There is in this state of affairs some inherent instability. Martha 
may, and sometimes does, intensify her attacks beyond manageable 
limits. George may then switch to her level, as he does in the 
extreme case by bodily assault after her revelation of his apparent 
accidental parricides in "Humiliate the Host": 

George: (On her): I'LL KILL YOU! (Grabs her by the 
throat. They struggle) 

Nick: HEYI (Comes between them) 
Honey: (Wildly): VIOLENCE I VIOLENCE I (Geotge, 

( 

Martha, and Nick struggle . . . yells, etc.) " ... 
Martha: [persisting with her aggravation1: IT HAPPENED! 

TO MEl TO MEl 
George: YOU SATANIC BITCH! 

Nick: STOP THAT! STOP THAT! 
Honey: VIOLENCEI VIOLENCE! (The other three strug

gle. George's hands are on Martha's throat. Nick 
grabs him, tears him from Martha, throws him, on 
the floor. George, on the floor; Nick over him; 
Martha, to one side, her hand on her throat) [pp. 
137-8] 

7 The formulation "sadomasochistic symbiosis" may spring to mind here, but 
there are two inadequacies in this view: first, the circularity of their pattern 
makes it difficult and perhaps arbitrary to decide which role to assign which 
partner. Even more, such a label is a speculation on why, but it is not defini
tively descriptive; it does not even hint how the dyad operates, because it is of 
course a summative formulation. 



"WHO'S AFRAID OF VIRGINIA WOOLF?" 

Still, he cannot win at that level and must then redouble his re
sponse in his own style, as he indicates in the lull that follows 
this attack: 

All right . . . all right . . . very quiet now 
. . . we will all be . . . very quiet. 

Martha: (Softly, with a slow shaking of her head): Mur
derer. Mur . . . der . . . er. 

Nick: (Softly to Martha): O.K. now . . . that's enough. 
(A brief silence. They all move around a little, 
self-consciously, like wrestlers flexing after a fall) 

George: (Composure seemingly recovered, but there is a 
great nervous intensity): Well! That's one game. 
What shall we do now, hunh? (Martha and Nick 
laugh nervously) Oh come on ... let's think of 
something else. We've played Humiliate the Host 
. . . we've gone through that one . . . what 
shall we do now? 

Nick: Aw... look . . 
George: AW LOOK! (Whines it) AWWW ... 1000000k. 

(Alert) I mean, come onI We must know other 
games, college-type types like us ... that can't 
be the limit of our vocabulary, can it? [pp. 
IS8-g] 

And he immediately suggests the vanatIOn that will occupy 
them until the final denouement. It is "Hump the Hostess," a 
game of coalitions that requires Nick's participation. Now, the 
addition of a third party to an already tangled interaction, with 
consequent shifting subdyads, considerably increases the complex
ity of the game. Previously the use of the guests was only quasi
coalitional, in which they served as backboards, so to speak, for 
George and Martha's shots.s In this last-but-one round, however, 
the third party (Nick) is more directly involved. Since the latter 

8 Ogden Nash has contributed to the formalization of this method in his 
poem "Don't Wait, Hit Me Nowl" which goes, in part: 

Here is the formula, in which the presence of a third person is the only 
essential extra ingredient; •.. 
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does not rise to the game at first, George lays the groundwork with 
another game, "Get the Guests," after which Nick is ready: 

Nick: (To George, as he moves toward the hall): You're 
going to regret this. 

George: Probably. I regret everything. 
Nick: I mean, I'm going to make you regret this. 

George: (Softly): No doubt. Acute embarrassment, eh? 
Nick: I'll play the charades like you've got 'em set up 

. . . I'll play in your language . . . I'll be what 
you say I am. 

George: You are already ... you just don't know it. [pp. 

149-.50] 

Yet the most remarkable aspect of the ensuing events is their 
conformity to George and Martha's basic rules and respective 
tactics. For each, again, is out to get the other, ~artha by the 
flagrant insult of unconcealed adultery, George by in fact setting 
this up and then, again, thrusting her own behavior upon her. 
Thus, instead of entering with her into another symmetrical es
calation, he suddenly not only agrees (complementarily) with h~r 

I 

threat of betraying him with Nick, but even suggests that she go 
ahead and sets up the situation accordingly. This is no simpl&. 
outage, and is not painless to George [po 173]. Martha is prepared 
for a new escalation, but not for this kind of communication 
(which will be considered in greater detail in s. 7.3 under the head
ing "Prescribing the Symptom"), which leaves her defenseless and, 

Suppose you think your Gregory danced too often with Mrs. Limbworthy 
at the club, you don't say to him directly, "Gregory. I'll smack you down 
if you don't layoff that platinum·plated hussy," 

No, you wait till a friend drops in and then with a glance at Gregory'say 
to her, "Isn't it funny what fools middle·aged men can make of them
selves over anything blonde and slithery, do you understand how anybody 
sober and in their right mind could look twice at that Limbworthy job, 
but then of course darling, Gregory wasn't altogether in his right mind 
last night, was he?" 

This is indeed more ex.cruciating to Gregory than Shakespearian ex.cursions 
and alarums, 

Because there is no defense against caroms .... 
Because the hit direct doesn't compare with the ricochet in deadly unan· 

swerability. (ZIO, pp. 99-101) 
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as Albee puts it, "oddly furious" [po 168]. In the face of her threat, 
George quietly announces that he is going to read a book: 

Martha: You're gonna do what? 
George: (quietly, distinctly): I am going to read a book. 

Read. Read. Read? You've heard of it? (Picks up a 
book) 

Martha: Whaddya mean you're gonna read? What's the 
matter with you? [po 168] 

Now Martha is faced with the alternatives of stopping or continu
ing in order to see how seriously George means what he says. She 
takes the second alternative and begins to kiss Nick. George is im
mersed in his reading: 

Martha: You know what I'm doing, George? 
George: No, Martha ... what are you doing? 
Martha: I'm entertaining. I'm entertaining one of the 

guests. I'm necking with one of the guests. [po 170] 

But George does not rise to the challenge. Martha has used up the 
challenges that might ordinarily call George's reactions into play. 
She tries once more: 

Martha: ... I said I was necking with 6ne of the guests. 
George: Good... good. You go right on. 
Martha: (Pauses ... not knowing quite what to do): 

Good? 
George: Yes, good ... good for you. 
Martha: (Her eyes narrowing. her voice becoming hard): 

Oh, I see what you're up to, you lousy little .... 
George: I'm up to page a hundred and. ' .. [po 171] 

Uncertain what to do, Martha sends Nick into the kitchen, then 
turns to George again: 

Martha: 
George: 
Martha: 

Now you listen to me .. 
I'd rather read, Martha, if you don't mind ... 
(Her anger has her close to tears, her frustration 
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to fury): Well, I do mind. Now, you pay attention 
to mel You come off this kick you're on, or I swear 
to God I'll do it. I swear to God I'll follow that 
guy into the kitchen, and then I'll take him up
stairs, and ... 

George: (Swinging around to her again. . . loud . 
loathing): SO WHAT, MARTHA? [po 173] 

Similarly, he turns on Nick: 

Nick: You don't ... you don't even ... 
George: Care? You're quite right ... I couldn't care less. 

So, you just take this bag of laundry here, throw 
her over your shoulder, and . . . 

Nick: You're disgusting. 
George: (Incredulous): Because you're going to hump 

Martha, I'm disgusting? (He breaks down in ridi
culing laughter) [po 172] 

Later, it is not even necessary for George to point this out to 
Martha, as she comments on her own behavior: 

5·41I 

I disgust me. I pass my life in crummy, totally 
pointless infidelities ... (Laughs ruefully) would
be infidelities. Hump the Hostess? That's a laugh. 
[po 189] 

George and Martha's competitive game is not, as it may seem on 
the surface or in specific instances, simply one of open conflict in 
which the object is solely to destroy the other. Rather, in its .more 
general aspects, it appears to be collaborative conflict, or conflictive 
collaboration: there may be some "upper limit" to their escalation, 
and there are shared rules, as already implied, on how the game 
is played. These rules qualify the basic rule of symmetry and give 
winning (or losing) its value within the game; without them, win
ning and losing have no meaning. 

Without excessive formalization, it can be said that the con· 
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straint on their symmetry (which in itself, would logically lead to 
murder-directly and literally, not metaphorically as in the play) 
is that they must be not only effective but witty and daring. 
Paradigmatic is the following perfectly symmetrical exchange of 
insults: 

George: Monstrel 
Martha: Cochonl 
George: Betel 
Martha: Canaille! 
George: Putainl [po 101] 

There is a certain off-beat stylishness to their articulate though 
vicious deportment, which makes Nick and especially Honey the 
blander by comparison. Neither of the latter makes a suitable sub
partner in the game; Martha's disappointment with. Nick is not 
only sexual but that he is passive and rather unimaginative, and 
George, who tries Nick out as a sparring partner at times, seems 
also to find him poor competition: 

George: (Toying with him): I asked you how you liked that 
for a declension: Good; better; best; bested. Hm? 
Well? 

Nick: (With some distaste): I really don't know what to 
say. 

George: (Feigned incredulousness): You really don't know 
what to say? 

Nick: (Snapping it out): All right ... what do you want 
me to say? Do you want me to say it's funny, so 
you can contradict me and say it's sad? or do you 
want me to say it's sad so you can tum around and 
say no, it's funny. You can play that damn little 
game any way you want to, you knowl 

George: (Feigned awe): Very goodl Very good! 
Nick: (Even angrier than before): And when my wife 

comes back [to the living room], I think we'll just . 
. . . [pp. 32-3] 
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Besides their colorfulness, then, George and Martha find, even 
demand in each other a certain strength, an ability to take any
thing into the game without flinching. In the last act, George teams 
with Martha to ridicule Nick, even when the material of the joke 
is his cuckoldry: 

Martha: (To Nick): Achl You just stay where you are. 
Make my hubby a drink. 

Nick: I don't think I will. 
George: No, Martha, no; that would be too much; he;s 

your houseboy, baby, not mine. 
Nick: I'm nobody's houseboy. 

George and Martha: ... (Sing) I'm nobody's houseboy 
now . . . (Both laugh). 

Nick: Vicious ... 
George: (Finishing it for him): ... children. Hunh? That 

right? Vicious children, with their oh-so-sad games, 
hopscotching their way through life, etcetera, et
cetera. Is that it? 

Nick: Something like it. 
George: Screw, baby. 
Martha: Him can't. Him too fulla booze. 
George: Weally? (Handing the snapdragons to Nick) Here; 

dump these in some gin. [pp. 196-'7] 

This callous daring is also seen in their "brinkmanship:' in which 
outdoing or "getting" the other requires less and less restraint and 
more and more imagination. For instance, Martha is delighted at 
a particularly terrifying riposte of George's: she is ridiculing George 
to Nick and Honey when he returns to the scene, his hands behind 
his back, at first in sight only of Honey; Martha continues with the 
story of her knocking out George: 

And it was an accident .•• a real, goddamn acci
dentl (George takes from behind his back a short
.barreled shotgun, and calmly aims it at the back 
of Martha's head. Honey screams ... rises. Nick 
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rises, and, simultaneously, Martha turns her head 
to face George, George pulls the trigger) 

George: POWIlI 
(Popl From the barrel of the gun blossoms a large 
red and yellow Chinese parasol. Honey screams 
again, this time less, and mostly from relief and 
confusion) You're dead! Powl You're dead! 

Nick: (Laughing): Good Lord. 
(Honey is beside herself. Martha laughs too . 
almost breaks down, her great laugh booming. 
George joins in the general laughter and confu
sion. It dies, eventually) 

Honey: Ohl My goodness I 
Martha: Ooyously): Where'd you get that, you bastard? 

[ ... ] 
George: (A trifle abstracted): Oh, I've had it awhile. Did 

you like that? 
Martha: (Giggling): You bastard. [pp. 57-8] 

Martha's joy and giggling may be in part sheer relief, but there is 
also an almost sensual delight in the game well played, a delight 
which they both share: 

George: (Leaning over Martha): You liked that, did you? 
Martha: Yeah ... that was pretty good. (Softer) Gmon 

. . . give me a kiss. 

The result, however, cannot be closure, for just as their rivalry has 
sexual aspects, their sexual behavior is also rivalry. and when 
Martha persists with direct advances, George demures; she will not 
be dissuaded, and he eventually gains a "Pyrrhic victory"· [po 59] 
in refusing her and commenting, for their guests to hear, on the 
impropriety of her behavior. 

Thus their shared style represents a further restriction, another 
regularity in their game. Further, it is apparent that there is some 
mutual confirmation of their selves in the excitement of the risk. 
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However, there is also extreme rigidity that prevents either from 
more than briefly appreciating or building on this confirmation. 

5.42-THE SON 

The imaginary son is a unique topic deserving of separate treat
ment. Many reviewers, while enthusiastic about the play in general, 
have reservations about this issue. Malcolm Muggeridge feels "the 
play falls to pieces in the third act, when the lamentable business 
of the imaginary child is developed" (Io7, p. 58); and Howard 
Taubman protests that 

Mr. Albee would have us believe that for 21 years his 
older couple have nurtured a fiction that they have a 
son, that his imaginary existence is a secret that vio
lently binds and sunders them and that George's pro
nouncing him dead may be a turning point. This part 
of the story does not ring true, and its falsity impairs 
the credibility of his central characters. (I52) 

We do not agree, first, on the basis of psychiatric evidence. The 
credibility of the existence of the fiction is not precluded by its 
delusional proportions, nor by the fact that it must be shared ~e
tween them. Since the classic folie Ii deux, other shared, reality-~~ 
distorting experiences have been described. Ferreira has referred 
to the "family myth" as 

a series of fairly well-integrated beliefs shared by all 
family members, concerning each other and their mu
tual position in the family life, beliefs that go unchal
lenged by everyone involved in spite of the reality dis
tortions which they may conspicuously imply. (42, 

P·457) 

What is noteworthy in this formulation is that (1) the issue of 
literal belief is not central and (2) the function of the deception is 
relational. 

Considering the first point, Ferreira comments, "The individual 
family member may know, and often does, that much of the image 
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is false and represents no more than a sort of official party line" 
(42, p. 458). Nowhere does Albee suggest that George and Martha 
"really" believe they have a son. When they speak about this, their 
usage is clearly impersonal, referring not to a person but to the 
myth itself. When the fiction of the son is first mentioned, early 
in the play, George speaks of "the bit ... the bit about the kid," 
[po 18]. Later he even puns about their double-reference system: 

George: '" you brought it out into the open. When is 
he coming home, Martha? 

Martha: I said never mind. I'm sorry I brought it up. 
George: Him up ... not it. You brought him up. Well, 

more or less. When's the little bugger going to ap
pear, hunh? I mean, isn't tomorrow meant to be 
his birthday, or something? 

Martha: [ .... ] I DON'T WANT TO TALK ABOUT 
IT! 

George: I bet you don't. (To Honey and Nick) Martha 
does not want to talk about it . . . him. Martha 
is sorry she brought it up ... him. [po 70] 

This distinction between the "son" and the "son-game" is so con
sistently maintained, even to Martha's immediate reaction to 
George's announcement of the death-"You can't decide that for 
yourself" [po 232]-that it is not possible to assume that they literally 
believe they have a son. 

If this is so, then why do they play the game of pretending to 
have a son? Again, what fOT is a better question than why. As 
Ferreira describes it: 

The family myth represents nodal, resting points in 
the relationship. It ascribes roles and prescribes be
havior which, in turn, will strengthen and consolidate 
those roles. Parenthetically we may observe that, in its 
content, it represents a group departure from reality, 
a departure that we could call "pathology." But at the 
same time it constitutes by its very existence, a frag-
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ment of life, a piece of reality that faces, and thus 
shapes [any] children born into it and the outsiders 
that brush by. (42, p. 462; italics ours) 

This last point is most important. While the son is imaginary, their 
interaction about him is not, and the nature of this interaction, 
then, becomes the fruitful question. 

The primary requirement of interaction about the son is a coali
tion between George and Martha; they must be together on this 
fiction in order to maintain it for, unlike a real child who, once 
procreated, exists, here they must constantly unite to create their 
child. And, changing the focus slightly, in this one area they can 
get together, collaborating without competition. The story is so 
"far-out" and private that they can perhaps afford to be together 
in it precisely because it is not real. In any case, they can and do 
fight about him just as about everything else, but there is a built-in 
limit to their game of symmetrical escalation in the necessity to 
share this fiction. Their child-myth is a homeostatic mechanism. 
In what appears to be a central area of their life they have a stable 
symmetrical coalition. And thus Martha, in her dreamlike recita
tion of the child's life, describes him in what could be metaphor: I 

. . . and as he grew . . . oh! so wise! . . . he walked evenly 
between us ... (She spreads her hands) ... a hand out 
to each of us for what we could offer [ ... ] and these hands, 
still, to hold us off a bit, for mutual protection [ ... J to pro
tect himself ... and us. [pp. 221-2] 

There is every reason to assume that a real child, had they had 
one, would have faced the same task. Although we do not actually 
observe it, because the play centers on the misuse of the myth, we 
can conjecture the following, with Ferreira: 

Seemingly, the family myth is called into play when
ever certain tensions reach predetermined thresholds 
among family members and in some way, real or 
fantasied, threaten to disrupt ongoing relationships. 
Then, the family myth functions like the thermostat 
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that is kicked into action by the "temperature" in the 
family. Like any other homeostatic mechanism, the 
myth prevents the family system from damaging, per· 
haps destroying, itself. It has therefore the qualities of 
any "safety valve," that is, a survival value .... It 
tends to maintain and sometimes even to increase the 
level of organization in the family by establishing pat· 
tems that perpetuate themselves with the circularity 
and self-correction characteristic of any homeostatic 
mechanism. (42, p. 462) 

Real children, too, can be both salve and excuse for a marriage; 
so, as Fry pointed out (s. 4.442), can symptomatic behavior serve 
the same function. 

But the play does not concem this use of the myth, but rather, 
ostensibly, the process of destruction of the myth. As noted, any
thing regarding the son's very existence is not fair ammunition in 
their warfare. To act otherwise, even in the heat of the battle, is 
considered truly wrong: 

Martha: George's biggest problem about the little . . . 
ha, ha, ha, HAl . . . about our son, about our 
great big son, is 'that deep down in the private
most pit of his gut, he's not completely sure it's 
his own kid. 

George: 
Martha: 

George: 
Honey: 

Nick: 
George: 

(Deeply serious): My God, you're a wicked woman. 
And I've told you a million times, baby . . . I 
wouldn't conceive with anyone but you . . . you 
know that, baby. 
A deeply wicked person. 
(Deep in drunken grief): My, my, my, my. Oh, my. 
I'm not sure that this is a subject for . . . 
Martha's lying. I want you to know that, right 
now. Martha's lying. (Martha laughs) There are 
very few things in this world that I am sure of 
. . . national boundaries, the level of the ocean, 
political allegiances, practical morality ... none 
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of these would I stake my stick on any more 
but the one thing in this whole sinking world that 
I am sure of is my partnership, my chromosomo
logical partnership in the . . . creation of our 
... blond-eyed, blue-haired [sic] ... son. [pp. 

71- 2] 

Yet it is George who, as far as can be determined, makes the move 
which sets into motion the system change. In the first moments of 
the play, apparently caught between Martha's ordering him to an
swer the door and the guests waiting outside, he concedes but, 
typically, adds a retort of his own to keep even: he tells her not to 
mention the son [po 18]. They have, as George explicitly states later, 
a rule not to mention him to others [po 237], so George's comment 
may seem unnecessary but also unimportant. However, there is a 
higher "rule"-their entire game-that neither will be permitted to 
determine the behavior of the other; so any order must be dis
qualified or disobeyed. In this sense, it little matters who made the 
first wrong move, for the predictable result of this confusion of the 
boundaries of the game is Martha's defiance and incorporation of 
this material into their symmetrical competition. Thus, 

George: Just don't start in on the bit about the kid, that's 
all. 

Martha: 
George: 
Martha: 

George: 
Martha: 

George: 
Martha: 

George: 
Martha: 

What do you take me for? 
Much too much. 
(Really angered): Yeah? Well, I'll start in on the 
kid if I want to. 
Just leave the kid out of this. 
(Threatening): He's mine as much as he is you,rs. 
I'll talk about him if I want to. 
I'd advise against it, Martha. 
Well, good for you. (Knock) e'mon in. Get over 
there and open the doorl 
You've been advised. 
Yeah sure. Get over there! [pp. 18-19; italics 
ours] 
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As soon as the occasion permits, Martha tells Honey about their 
son and his birthday.1I Now their homeostatic mechanism is mere 
fuel on the fire, and George will ultimately destroy the son alto
gether, invoking an implicit right of either ("I have the right, 
Martha. We never spoke of it; that's all. I could kill him any time 
I wanted to." [po 236]) 

What we witness on the stage, then, is the beginning of a sym
metrical runaway that eventually leads to the overthrow of a long
lasting relationship pattern. More than anything else, the play is 
the case history of a systemic change, a change in the rules of a 
relationship game that comes, we feel, from a small but perhaps 
inevitable confounding of those rules. The play does not define a 
new pattern, the new rules; it merely depicts the sequence of states 
through which the old pattern proceeds to its own destruction. (In 
s. 7.2 the general aspects of systemic change from within and with
out a system will be considered.) What might happen next is not 
clear: 

George: 
Martha: 
George: 
Martha: 
George: 
Martha: 

(Long silence): It will be better. 
(Long silence): I don't . . . know. 
It will be . . . maybe. 
rm. 
No. 

not ... sure. 

Just ... us? 

• It is interesting that later, after the "death," she pleads amnesia for this: 

George: You broke our rule, baby. You mentioned him. " you men· 
tioned him to someone else. 

Martha: (Tearfully): I did not. I .never did. 
George: Yes, you did. 
Martha: Who? WHO? 

Honey: (Crying): To me. You mentioned him to me. 
Martha: (Crying): I FORGET! Sometimes •.. sometimes when it's 

night, when it's late, and ..• and everybOdy else is ... talk· 
ing ... I forget and I ... want to mention him ... but I 
..• HOLD ON ... I hold on ... but I've wanted to ... so 
often •.. [pp. 236-7] 

Neither she nor George sees the conflict of relationship rules which led to 
this. 
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George: 
Martha: 
George: 
Martha: 

Yes. 
I don't suppose, maybe, we could 
No, Martha. 
Yes. No. [pp. 240-1] 

Excluding the un assessable fact that Nick and Honey are now in
volved by their knowledge, Ferreira makes a cogent summary and 
prediction in terms of the family myth: 

... a family myth ... subserves important home
ostatic functions in the relationship. . . . [P]erhaps 
better than anywhere else, these functions of the fam
ily myth come to the fore in Edward Albee's well
known play, "Who's Afraid of Virginia Wool£?", 
where a family myth of psychotic proportions domi
nates the whole action. Throughout the play, a hus
band and wife talk, fight, and cry about their absent 
son. In an orgy of vilifications, they dispute every 
incident in their son's life, the color of his eyes, his 
birth, upbringing, etc. However, we learn much later, 
the son is fictitious, an agreement between the two, 
a tale, a myth-but a myth that they both cultivated. 
At the height of the play, the husband, seething with 
anger, announces that the son is dead. With this ges
ture, of course, he "kills" the myth. However, their 
relationship goes on, seemingly undisturbed by the 
announcement, and there transpires no notion of im
pending change or di~solution. In fact, nothing had 
changed. For the husband had destroyed the myth of 
a living son only to initiate the myth of a dead one. 
Obviously, the family myth had only evolved in its 
content which became, perhaps, more elaborate, more 
"psychotic"; its function, we surmise, remained intact. 
And so did the relationship. (43) 

On the other hand, perhaps the death of the son is a recalibration, 
a step-functional change to a new level of operation. We cannot 
know. 
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5.43-METACOMMUNICATION BETWEEN GEORGE AND MARTHA 

Metacommunication, as defined in s. 1.5, describes our discourse 
on George and Martha's rules of communication. But insofar as 
George and Martha talk or attempt to talk about their game, they 
metacommunicate within the play itself. This is of interest for a 
number of reasons, for instance regarding the issue of George and 
Martha's apparent "game-consciousness." That is, their numerous 
references to, naming of, and citing rules for games may seem to 
make them an unusual couple whose pattern of interaction is more 
basically an obsessive-compulsive preoccupation with playing and 
labeling bizarre and cruel games-really, as George suggests, "Vi
cious children, with their oh-so-sad games, hopscotching their way 
through life, etcetera, etcetera" [po 197]. But this implies both that 
their game behavior is fully deliberate (or governed by different 
metarules) and that therefore perhaps the principles they demon
strate, being essentially only the idiosyncratic content of their game, 
cannot be applied to other couples, especially real ones. The nature 
of their metacommunication bears directly on this question, for it 
will be seen that even their communication about their communica
tion is subject to the rules of their game. 

In two striking instances of some length [pp. 150-9, 2 06-g] , 
George and Martha discuss their interaction explicitly. The first 
of these metacommunicative exchanges indicates how differently 
each views the interaction and how, when these differences are 
revealed, mutual charges of madness or badness are immediately 
made (s. 3.4). Martha has objected to "Get the Guests," which she 
apparently sees as out of order or not'in the rules: 

George: 

Martha: 
George: 

(Barely contained anger now): You can sit there 
in that chair of yours, you can sit there with the 
gin running out of your mouth, and you can hu
miliate me, you can tear me apart ... ALL 
NIGHT . . . and that's perfectly all right 
that's O.K .... 
YOU CAN STAND IT! 
I CANNOT STAND IT! 
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Martha: YOU CAN STAND IT!I YOU MARRIED ME 
FOR IT!! (A silence) 

George: (Quietly): That is a desperately sick lie. 
Martha: DON'T YOU KNOW IT, EVEN YET? 
George: (Shaking his head): Oh . . . Martha. 
Martha: My arm has gotten tired whipping you. 
George: (Stares at her in disbelief): You're mad. 
Martha: For twenty-three years! 
George: You're deluded ... Martha, you're deluded. 
IVfartha: IT'S NOT WHAT I'VE WANTEDI 
George: I thought at least you were . . . on to yourself. 

I didn't know. I . . . didn't know. [pp. 152-31 

This is an unusually clear instance of pathology in the punctuation 
of the sequence of events, in which George sees himself as justifiably 
retaliating for Martha's attacks, and Martha sees herself almost as 
a prostitute hired to "whip" him; each sees himself as responding 
to the other but never also as a stimulus to the other's actions. 
They do not see the full nature of their game, its true circularity. 
These discrepant views become material for further symmetrical 
escalation. Continuing the above episode: 

George: I thought at least you were . . . on to yourself. 
I didn't know. I . . . didn't know. 

Martha: (Anger taking over): I'm on to myself. 
George: (As if she were some sort of bug): No ... no 

. . . you're . . . sick. 
Martha: (Rises-screams): I'LL SHOW YOU WHO'S 

SICKI [po 153] 

The competition over who is sick, wrong, or misunderstood con
tinues to a by-now familiar ending, in which they demonstrate their 
inability to "come together" by the very way in which they handle 
the issue of their inability to come together: 

George: Once a month, Marthal I've gotten used to it 
. . . once a month and we get misunderstood 
Martha, the good-hearted girl underneath the 
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barnacles, the little Miss that the touch of kind
ness'd bring to bloom again. And I've believed it 
more times than I want to remember, because I 
don't want to think I'm that much of a sucker. 
I don't believe you . . . I just don't believe you. 
There is no moment . . . there is no moment 
any more when we could . . . come together. 

Martha: (Armed again): Well, maybe you're right, baby. 
You can't come together with nothing, and you're 
nothingl SNAP! It went snap tonight at Daddy's 
party. (Dripping contempt, but there is fury and 
loss under it) I sat there at Daddy's party, and I 
watched you . . . I watched you sitting there, 
and I watched the younger men around you, the 
men who were going to go somewhere. And I sat 
there and I watched you, and you weren't there! 
And it snappedl It finally snapped! And I'm going 
to howl it out, and I'm not going to give a damn 
what I do, and I'm going to make the damned 
biggest explosion you ever heard. 

George: (Very pointedly): You try it and I'll beat you at 
your own game. 

Martha: (Hopefully): Is that a threat, George? Hunh? 
George: That's a threat, Martha. 
Martha: (Fake-spits at him): You're going to get it, baby. 
George: Be careful, Martha . . . I'll rip you to pieces. 
Martha: You aren't man enough ... you haven't got the 

guts. 
George: Total war? 
Martha: Total. (Silence. They both seem relieved . . . 

elated.) [pp. 157-9] 

Again George has quietly challenged Martha, which is not to say 
that he starts this round any more than any other; there is no real 
beginning to these rounds. She counterattacks frontally, and he 
tops this with a dare that she cannot refuse. So it becomes, as we 
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have frequently pointed out, a new round of the same old game, 
with the stakes pushed even higher, leaving them relieved, even 
elated, but none the wiser or different. For there is nothing to 
distinguish their meta communication from their ordinary commu
nication; a comment, a plea, an ultimatum about their game is no 
exception to the rules of the game and therefore cannot be accepted 
or, in a sense, even heard by the other. In the end, when Martha, 
pleading and pathetic, takes a completely one-down position and 
repeatedly begs George to stop, the result is inexorably the same: 

Martha: (Tenderly; moves to touch him): Please, George, 
no more games; I . . . 

George: (Slapping her moving hand with vehemence): 
Don't you touch mel You keep your paws clean 
for the undergraduatesl 

Martha: (A cry of alarm, but faint) 
George: (Grabbing her hair, pulling her head back): Now, 

you listen to me, Martha; you have had quite an 
evening . . . quite a night for yourself, and you 
can't just cut it off whenever you've got enough 
blood in your mouth. We are going on, and I'm 
going to have at you, and it's going to make yout< 
performance tonight look like an Easter pageant. 
Now I want you to get yourself a little alert. 
(Slaps her lightly with his free hand) I want a 
little life in you, baby. (Again) 

Martha: (Struggling): Stop it! 
George:' (Again): Pull yourself togetherl (Again) I want 

you on your feet and slugging, sweetheart, because 
I'm going to knock you around, and I want you 
up for it. (Again; he pulls away, releases her; she 
rises) 

Martha: All right, George. What do you want, George? 
George: An equal battle, baby; that's all. 
Martha: You'll get itl 
George: I want you mad. 
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Martha: I'M MADII 
George: Get madder! 
Martha: DON'T WORRY ABOUT IT! 
George: Good for you, girl; now. we're going to play this 

one to the death. 
Martha: Yours I 
George: You'd be surprised. Now, here come the tots; you 

be ready for this. 
Martha: (She paces, actually looks a bit like a fighter): I'm 

ready for you. [pp. 20S-g] 

Nick and Honey re-enter and the Exorcism begins. 
They are thus playing what will be described in detail as the 

"game without end" (s. 7.2), in which the self-reflexiveness of the 
rules leads to a paradox precluding resolution within the system. 

5.44-LlMITATION IN COMMUNICATION 

It was noted in s. 4.42 that every exchange of messages in a 
communicational sequence narrows the number of possible next 
moves. The interlocking nature of George and Martha's game, their 
shared myth, and the pervasiveness of their symmetry have illus
trated the stabilized limitation which has been called relationship 
rules. 

Examples of limitation in a new relationship are provided by a 
number of exchanges between George and Nick. The latter, by his 
initial behavior and his own protests, does not want to become 
involved with George or Martha or their quarrel. Still, as in the 
sample above (s. 5.411 (pp. 32-3]), he is increasingly drawn in even 
while staying out. At the beginning of Act Two, the by-now wary 
Nick encounters the same sort of escalation from small talk to 
intense anger again: 

George: [ ... ] It gets pretty bouncy around here some· 
times. 

Nick: (Coolly): Yes ... I'm sure. 
George: Well, you saw an example of it. 
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Nick: 
George: 

Nick: 
George: 

Nick: 
George: 

Nick: 
George: 

Nick: 
George: 

Nick: 

George: 
Nick: 

George: 

Nick: 

George: 
Nick: 

George: 
Nick: 

George: 

Nick: 

I try not to ... 
Get involved. Urn? Isn't that right? 
Yes ... that's right. 
r d imagine not. 
I find it . . . embarrassing. 
(Sarcastic): Oh, you do, hunh? 
Yes, Really. Quite. 
(Mimicking him): Yes. Really. Quite. (Then aloud, 
but to himself) IT'S DISGUSTINGI 
Now look! I didn't have anything ... 
DISGUSTING I (Quietly, but with great intensity) 
Do you think I like having that . . . whatever
it-is . . . ridiculing me, tearing me down, in 
front of ... (Waves his hand in a gesture of 
contemptuous dismissal) YOU? Do you think I 
care for it? 
(Cold-unfriendly): Well, nO ... I don't imag
ine you care for it at all. 
Oh, you don't imagine it, hunh? 
(Antagonistic): No ... I don't. I don't imagine 
you dol ' 
(Withering): Your sympathy disarms me ... 
your . . . your compassion makes me weep! 
Large, salty, unscientific tears! 
(With great disdain): I just don't see why you feel 
you have to subject other people to it. 
I? 

If you and your . . . wife . . . want to go at 
each other, like a couple of . . . 
l! Why I want to! 
... animals, I don't see why you don't do it 
when there aren't any ... 
(Laughing through his anger): Why, you smug, 
self-righteous little . . . 
(A genuine threat): CAN. . . IT . . . MIS
TER! (Silence) Just ... watch itl [PP.9O-2] 
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In this sequence, George's sarcastic attack on Nick's lack of involve
ment pushes Nick further into disdainful aloofness. But this ap
parently infuriates George, who, although perhaps seeking sym
pathy, finishes by insulting Nick until the latter threatens him. 
On Nick's side, the attempt not to communicate leads to intense 
involvement, while George's effort to convince Nick of his punctu
ation of his and Martha's game ends with his demonstrating how 
infuriating he (George) can be. A pattern for the future is clearly 
set. 

5·45-SUMMARY 

It should by now be clear that description of even a fairly simple, 
artificial family system requires a considerably bulky elaboration, 
for the variations in content on a few relationship rules are in
numerable and.often highly detailed. (Reminiscent of this problem 
is Freud's interpretation of the dream of Irma [50], in which a 
half-page dream groW's intJLdght.pages of interpretation.) The fol
lowing is a very general summary of George and Martha's inter
actional system. 

5-15I 

A system is said to be stable along certain of its variables if those 
variables remain within defined limits, and this is true of George 
and Martha's dyadic system. "Stability" may seem the least appro
priate term to describe their indoor commando games, but the issue 
rests on the variables intended. Their conversations are mercurial, 
noisy. shocking; restraint and sodal graces are quickly left behind. 
as it seems that anything goes. Indeed it would be extremely diffi
cult at any point to guess what will happen next. It would, how
ever, be fairly easy to describe how it will happen between George 
and Martha. For~the"varianlestha>t"nere"define· stability are those 
of ~lationship, ... not· content, ·and·in--terms·of their .relationship 
pattern the couple demonstrate an extremely narrow range of be
h~or;lo 

10 'We would even suggest, on the basis of clinical observation and some ex· 
perimental evidence (6r) , that pathogenic families generally demonstrate more 
constrained patterns of interaction tban do normogenic families. This is in 
marked contrast to the traditional sociological view of disturbed families as 
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5.152 

This range of behavior is the calibration, the "setting," of their 
system. The symmetry of their behavior defines the quality and a 
highly sensitive "lower limit" of this range, that is, nonsymmetrical 
behavior is rarely and only briefly seen. The "upper limit," as 
already indicated, is marked by their particular style, some negative 
feedback in complementarity, and the myth of the son, which, in 
requiring both of them, sets a limit to how much they can attack 
each other and enforces a reasonably stable symmetry-until,of 
course, the distinction between son-myth and other behavior breaks 
down, and this area is no longer sacrosanct nor homeostatic. Even 
within the range of symmetrical behaviors, they are limited: their 
symmetry is almost exclusively that of the potlatch,11 featuring 
destruction rather than accumulation or accomplishment. 

N5J 
With the escalation that leads to the destruction of the son, the 

system is dramatically ended for us at what may be a recalibration, 
a step-function, in George and Martha's system. They have esca
lated almost without limitation until their very limitations were 
destroyed. Unless the son-myth is continued in the manner Ferreira 

I 

suggests, a new order of interaction is required; both George and 
Martha openly express their fear and insecurity, mixed with hope,'~ 
about the outcome. 

chaotic and disorganized; but again the difference resides in the level of analy
sis and definition of variables. Extreme rigidity of interfamily relationships can 
appear as-and perhaps even account for-chaos in the familY-SOciety inter
face. 

:u A ritual of certain northwestern Indian tribes. in which the chiefs compete 
in the destruction of possessions, symmetrically burning their material goods 
(.u). 
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Chapter 6 

Paradoxical Communication 

6.1 

The Nature of Paradox 

Paradox has fascinated the human mind for the last two thousand 
years, and it continues to do 50 in the present day. In .fact, some of 
this century's most important achievements in the areas of logic, 
mathematics, and epistemology deal, or are intimately linked, with 
paradox, notably the development of metamathematics or the 
theory of proof, the theory of logical types, and problems of con
sistency, computability, deddability, and the like. As uninitiated 
outsiders, frustrated by the complex and esoteric nature of these 
subjects, we are inclined to dismiss them as too abstract to be of im
portance for our lives. Some may recall the classical paradoxes 
from school days, though probably as little more than amusing od
dities. The purpose of this and the following chapters, however, is 
to show that there is something in the nature of paradox that is of 
immediate pragmatic and even existential import for all of us; 
paradox not only can invade interaction and affect our behavior 
and our sanity (s. 6-4), but also it challenges our belief in the con
sistency, and therefore the ultimate soundness, of our universe 
(s. 8.5 and 8.63). Furthermore, in section 7.4 we will try to show 
that deliberate paradox, in the spirit of Hippocrates' maxim "Likes 
are cured by likes," has significant therapeutic potential; and sec
tion 7.6 will touch briefly on the role of paradox in some of the 
noblest pursuits of the human mind. We hope that from this 
treatment of paradox it will be seen that consideration of the con-
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cept of paradox is of central importance and by no means a retreat 
into an ivory. tower, although we will first have to examine its 
logical foundation. 

6.1 I-DEFINITION 

Paradox may be defined as a contradiction that follows correct 
deduction from consistent premises. This definition allows us to 
exclude immediately all those forms of "false" paradoxes that are 
based on a concealed error in reasoning or some fallacy deliberately 
built into the argument. l However, already at this point the defini· 
tion becomes fuzzy, for the division of paradoxes into real and 
false ones is relative. Today's consistent premises are not at all un· 
likely to be tomorrow's errors or fallacies: For instance, Zeno's 
paradox of Achilles and the turtle he could not overtake was un· 
doubtedly a "true" paradox until it was discovered that infinite, 
converging series (in this case the constantly diminishing distance 
between Achilles and the turtle) have a finite limit.2 Once this 
discovery was made and a hitherto trusted assumption proved fal· 
lacious, the paradox no longer existed. This point is made clear 
by Quine: 

Revision of a conceptual scheme is not unpreceden· 
ted. It happens in a small way with each advance in 
science, and it happens in a big way with the big ad
vances, such as the Copernican revolution and the 
shift from Newtonian mechanics to Einstein's theory 
of relativity. We can hope in time even to get used to 

the biggest such changes and to find the new schemes 
natural. There was a time when the doctrine that the 

1 A typical example of this kind of paradox is the story about the six men 
who wanted six single rooms, while the innkeeper only had five. He "solved" 
the problem by taking the first man to room NO.1 and asking another man 
to wait there with the first for a few minutes. He then took the third man to 
room No.2, the fourth man to room No. 3, and the fifth man to room NO.4. 
Having done this, the innkeeper returned to room NO.1, got the sixth gentle
man who had been waiting there and put him up in room NO.5. VoiUlJ.(The 
fallacy lies in the fact that the second and sixth men are treated as one.) 

• For an explanation of this paradox and its fallacy, see Northrop (II.2). 
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earth revolves around the sun was called the Coperni
can paradox, even by the men who accepted it. And 
perhaps a time will come when truth locutions with
out implicit subscripts, or like safeguards, will really 
sound as nonsensical as the antinomies show them to 
be. (I20, pp. 88-89) 

6.12-THE THREE TYPES OF PARADOXES 

G.u 

"Antinomies," a term contained in the last sentence of this quo
tation, requires explanation. "Antinomy" is sometimes used inter
changeably with "paradox," but most authors prefer to limit its 
use to paradoxes arising in formalized systems such as logic and 
mathematics. (The reader may wonder where else paradoxes could 
arise; this chapter and the next will be devoted to showing that 
they can equally well occur in the fields of semantics and pragma
tics, and Chapter 8 will consider how and where they also enter 
into man's experience of existence.) An antinomy, according to 
Quine (no, p. 85), "produces a self-contradiction by accepted ways 
of reasoning." Stegmiiller (I47, p. 24) is more specific and defines 
an antinomy as a statement that is both contradictory and prov
able. Thus if we have a statement Sj and a second statement that 
is the negation of the first, (which means not Sj' or "Sj is false"). 
then the two can be combined to a third statement Sk where 
Sk = Sj & -SJ. We thereby obtain a formal contradiction, for noth
ing can be both itself and not itself, that is, both true and false. 
But, as Stegmiiller continues, if it can be shown, by deduction, that 
both Sj and its negation -Sj are provable, then also Sk is provable 
and we have an antinomy. Thus every antinomy is a logical con
tradiction, although, as will be seen, not every logical contra<iic
tion is an antinomy. 

Now there exists a second class of paradoxes that differ from the 
antinomies only in one important aspect: they do not occur in 
logical or mathematical systems-and, therefore, are not based on 
terms such as formal class and nUf!lber-but rather arise out of 
some hidden inconsistencies in the level structure of thought and 
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language.s This second group is frequently referred to as the. se
mantical antinomies or paradoxical definitions. 

Finally, there is a third group of paradoxes that is the least ex
plored of all. These are of the greatest interest for our study, be
cause they arise in ongoing interactions, where they determine 
behavior. We shall call this group the pragmatic paradoxes and 
shall later see that they can be divided into paradoxical injunctions 
and paradoxical predictions. 

In summary, there are three types of paradoxes: 

(1) logico-mathematical paradoxes (antinomies), 
(2) paradoxical definitions (semantical antinomies), 
(3) pragmatic paradoxes (paradoxical injunctions and paradoxi-

cal predictions), 

clearly corresponding, within the framework of the theory of hu
man communication, to the three main areas of this theory-the 
first type to logical syntax, the second to semantics, and the third 
to pragmatics. We shall now present examples of each type and 
endeavor to show how the little-known pragmatic paradoxes grow, 
so to speak, out of the other two forms. 

6.2 

Logico-Mathematical Paradoxes 

The most famous paradox of this group is about "the class of all 
classes which are not members of themselves." It is based on the 

a In making this distinction we are fonowing Ramsey (ur, p. 20), who intro· 
duced this classification: 

Group A: (1) The dass of all classes which are not members of themselves. 
(2) The relation between two relations when one does not have itself 

to the other. 
(8) Burali Forti's contradiction of the greatest ordinal. 

Group B: (4) "I am lying." 
(5) The least integer not nameable in fewer than 19 syllables. 
(6) The least indefinable ordinal. 
('l) Richard's contradiction. 
(8) Weyl's contradiction about "heterological," 

(It should be noted that Ramsey prefers the term "contradiction in the theory 
of aggregates" rather than "paradox.") All these paradoxes are described in 
Bochenski (29). 
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following premises. A class is the totality of all objects having a 
certain property. Thus, all cats, past, present, and future, com
prise the class of cats. Having established this class, the remainder 
of all other objects in the universe can be considered the class of 
noncats, for all these objects have one definite property in com
mon: they are not cats. Now any statement purporting that an 
object belongs to both these classes would be a simple contradic
tion, for nothing can be a cat and not a cat at the same time. Here 
nothing extraordinary has happened; the occurrence of this con
tradiction simply proves that a basic law of logic has been violated, 
and logic itself is none the worse for it. 

Leaving individual cats and noncats alone now, and stepping one 
logical level higher, let us look at what sort of things the classes 
themselves are. We see readily that classes can be members of them
selves or not. The class of all concepts, for instance,. is obviously 
itself a concept, whereas our class of cats is not itself a cat. Thus, 
on this second level, the universe is again divided in two classes, 
those which are members of themselves and those which are not. 
Again, any statement purporting that one of these classes is and is 
not a member of itself would amount to a simple contradiction to 
be dismissed without further ado. 

However, if the analogous operation is repeated once more on 
the next higher level, disaster suddenly strikes. All we have to do 
is to unite all classes that are members of themselves into one class, 
to be called M, and all classes that are not members of themselves 
into class N. 1£ we now examine whether class N is or is not ,a memo 
ber of itself, we run straight into Russell's famous paradox. Let us 
remember that the division of the universe into self-membership 
and non-self-membership classes is exhaustive; there cannot, by 
definition, be any exceptions. Therefore, this division must apply 
equally to class M and class N themselves. Thus, if class N is a 
member of itself, it is not a member of itself, for N is the class of 
classes which are not members of themselves. On the other hand, 
if N is not a member of itself, then it satisfies the condition of 
self-membership: it is a member of itself, precisely because it is not 
a member of itself, for non-self-membership is the essential distinc-
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tion of all classes composing N. This is no longer a simple contra
diction, but a true antinomy, because the paradoxical outcome is 
based on rigorous logical deduction and not on a violation of the 
laws of logic. Unless there is somewhere a hidden fallacy in the 
whole notion of class and membership, the logical conclusion is ines· 
capable that class N is a member of itself if and only if it is not a 
member of itself, and vice versa. 

In point of fact there is a fallacy involved. It was made apparent 
by Russell through the introduction of his theory of logical types. 
Very briefly, this theory postulates the fundamental principle that, 
as Russell (I64) puts it, whatever involves all of a collection must 
not be one of the collection. In other words: the Russellian para
dox is due to a confusion of logical types, or levels. A class is of a 
higher type than its members; to postulate it, we had to go one 
level up in the hierarchy of types. To say, therefore, as we did, that 
the class of all concepts is itself a concept is not false; but meaning
less, as we shall presently see. This distinction is important, for if 
the statement were simply false, then its negation would have to 
be true, which is plainly not the case. 

6.3 

Paradoxical Definitions 

This example of the class of all concepts provides a convenient 
bridge over which we can now cross from the logical to the seman
tical paradoxes (the paradoxical definitions or semantical antino
mies). As we have seen, "concept" on the lower (member) level and 
"concept" on the next higher (class) level are not identical. The 
same name, "concept," is however used for both, and a linguistic 
illusion of identity is thus created. To avoid this pitfall, logical 
type markers-subscripts in formalized systems, quotation marks 
or italics in more general usage-must be used whenever there is 
a chance that a confusion of levels might arise. It then becomes 
clear that in our example conceptl and concept2 are not identical 
and that the idea of self-membership of a class PlUSt be thrown out. 
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Moreover, it becomes clear that in these cases inconsistencies of 
language rather than of logic are the root of the evil. 

Perhaps the most famous of aU seman tical antinomies is that of 
the man who says of himself, "I am lying." On following this 
statement to its logical conclusion. we find again that it is true only 
if it is not true; in other words, the man is lying only if he is telling 
the truth and. vice versa, truthful when he is lying. In this case, 
the theory of logical types cannot be used to eliminate the antin
omy, for words or combinations of words do not have a logical
type hierarchy. To the best of our knowledge, it was again Ber
trand Russell who first thought of a solution. In the last paragraph 
of his introduction to Wittgenstein's Tractatus Logico-Philosophi
cus he suggests. in an almost incidental fashion. "that every 
language has, as Mr. Wittgenstein says, a structure conterning 
which. in the language, nothing can be said, but that there may be 
another language dealing with the structure of the first language 
and having itself a new structure. and that to this hierarchy of 
languages there may be no limit" (I33, p. 23). This suggestion was 
developed. mainly by Carnap and by Tarski, into what is now 
known as the theory of levels of language. In analogy to the theory 
of logical types, this theory safeguards against a confusion of levels. 
It postulates that at the lowest level of language statements are 
made about objects. This is the realm of the object language. The 
moment, however, we want to say something about this language, 
we have to use a metalanguage, and a metametalanguage if we 
want to speak about this metalanguage, and so forth in theoreti
cally infinite regress. 

Applying this concept of levels of language to the seman tical 
antinomy of the liar, it can be seen that his assertion, although 
composed of only three words, contains tWO statements. One is on 
the object-level, the other is on the metalevel and says something 
about the one on the object-level, namely that it is not true. At 
the same time, almost by a conjuror's trick, it is also implied that 
this statement in the metalanguage is itself one of the statements 
about which tbe metastatement is made, that it is itself a statement 
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in the object language. In the theory of levels of language this 
kind of self-reflexiveness of statements involving their own truth 
or falsehood (or analogous properties, like demonstrability, de
finability, decidability, and the like) are the equivalent .of the con
cept of self-membership of a class in the theory of logical types; both 
are meaningless assertions.4 

Of course, it is only with reluctance that we follow the logicians' 
proof that the liar's statement is meaningless. Somewhere there 
seems to be a catch, and this feeling is even stronger for another 
famous paradoxical definition. In a small village, 50 the story goes, 
there is a barber who shaves all the men who do not shave them
selves. Again, this definition is exhaustive on the one hand, but on 
the other it leads straight into paradox if one tries to assign the 
barber himself to either the self-shavers or the non-sel£-shavers. 
And again, rigorous deduction proves that there can be no such 
barber; yet we are left with the uneasy feeling, why not? With 
this stubborn doubt in mind let us now take a look at the be
havioral-pragmatic-consequences of paradox. 

6.4 

Pragmatic Paradoxes 

6.41-PARADOXICAL INJUNCTIONS 

While the Barber paradox is almost always presented in the 
above-mentioned form, there exists at least one slightly different 
version of it. It is the one used by Reichenbach (123) in which, 
apparently for no particular reason, the barber is a soldier who is 
ordered by his captain to shave all the soldiers of the company who 
do not shave themselves, but no others. Reichenbach, of course, 
arrives at the only logical conclusion "that there is no such thing 
as the barber of the company, in the sense defined." 

Whatever this author's reason may have been for presenting the, 
story in this somewhat unusual form, it provides an example par 
excellence of a pragmatic paradox. There is ultimately no reason 

• A delightful example, in an interactional: context, of a self-reflexive state
ment that negates its own assertion is provided by the cartoon facing page 224. 
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why such an injunction could not in fact be given-its logical ab
surdity notwithstanding. The essential ingredients of this con
tingency are the following: 

(1) A strong complementary relationship (officer and subordinate). 
(2) Within the frame of this relationship, an injunction is given 

that must be obeyed but must be disobeyed to be obeyed (the 
order defines the soldier as a self-shaver if and only if he does 
not shave himself and vice versa). 

(3) The person occupying the one-down position in this relation
ship is unable to step outside the frame and thus dissolve the 
paradox by commenting on, that is, metacommunicating 
about, it (this would amount to "insubordination"). 

A person caught in such a situation is in an untenable position. 
Thus, while from a purely logical point of view the captain's order 
is meaningless and the barber allegedly nonexisting, the situation 
looks very different in real life. Pragmatic paradoxes, especially 
paradoxical injunctions, are in fact far more frequent than one 
would be inclined to believe. As soon as we begin to look at para
dox in interactional contexts, the phenomenon ceases to be merely 
a fascinating pursuit of the logician and the philosopher of science 
and becomes a matter of stark practical importance for the sanity 
of the communicants, be they individuals, families, societies, or 
nations. Following are several examples, ranging from a purely 
theoretical model, through others taken from literature and related 
fields, to clinical cases. 

6.42-EXAMPLES OF PRAGMATIC PARADOXES 

Example I: It is syntactically and semantically correct to write 
Chicago is a populous city. But it would be incorrect to write 
Chicago is a trisyllabic, for in this case quotation marks must be 
used: "Chicago" is a trisyllabic. The difference in these two uses of 
the word is that in the first statement the word refers to an object 
(a city), while in the second instance the same word refers to a 
name (which is a word) and therefore to itself. The two uses of the 
word "Chicago" are, therefore, clearly of a different logical type 
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(the first statement is in the object language, the second in the 
metalanguage), and the quotation marks function as logical type 
markers (d. Io8, pp. 30-1 fn.).5 

Let us now imagine the odd possibility of someone's condensing 
the two statements about Chicago into one (Chicago is a populous 
city and a trisyllabic), dictating it to his secretary, and threatening 
her with dismissal if she cannot or will not write it down correctly. 
Of course, she cannot (and neither could we in the foregoing). 
What, then, are the behavioral effects of this communication?-for 
this is the concern of the pragmatics of human communication. 
The inanity of the present example should not detract from its 
theoretical significance. There can be no doubt that communica
tion of this kind creates an untenable situation. Since the message 
is paradoxical, any reaction to it within the frame set by the mes
sage must be equally paradoxical. It simply is not possible to be
have consistently and logically within an inconsistent and illogical 
context. As long as the secretary stays within the frame set by her 
employer, she has only two alternatives: to try to comply, and, of 
course, fail, or to refuse to write anything down. In the first case 
she can be accused of incompetence, in the second of insubordina
tion. It should be noticed that of these two charges the first alleges 
intellectual impairment, the second ill will. This is not too far from 
the typical charges of madness or badness referred to in the pre
ceding chapters. In either case she is likely to react emotionally, for 
example, by crying or getting angry. To all this it may be objected 
that no person in his right mind would behave like this imaginary 
boss. This, however, is a non sequitur. For at least in theory-and 

• Tribute must at this point be paid to the mathematician Frege. who as 
early as 1893 warned: 

Probably the frequent use of inverted commas will seem strange; 
by means of them I differentiate between the cases in which I 
am speaking about the sign itself and those in which I am 
speaking about its meaning. However pedantic this may seem, 
I nevertheless hold it to be necessary. It is remarkable how an 
inexact manner of speech or of writing, which may have been 
used originally only for the sake of convenience and brevity, 
with full awareness of its inexactitude. ,can eventually confuse 
thought, once this awareness has vanished. (48, p. 4; italics ours) 
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very likely also in the secretary's view-there exist two possible rea
sons for such behavior: either the boss wants a pretext to dismiss 
her and is using a nasty trick for this purpose, or he is not in his 
right mind. Notice that, again, badness or madness seem to be the 
only explanations. 

An entirely different situation arises if the secretary does not stay 
within the frame set by the injunction, but comments about it; in 
other words, if she does not react to the content of the boss's direc
tion but communicates about his communication. She thereby steps 
outside the context created by him and is thus not caught in the 
dilemma. This, however, is usually not easy. For one reason, it is
as has been repeatedly illustrated in earlier chapters-difficult to 
communicate about communication. The secretary would have to 
point out why the situation is untenable and what this does to her, 
yet this in itself would be no mean accomplishment. Another reason 
metacommunication is not a simple solution is that the boss, using 
his authority, can quite easily refuse to accept her communication 
on the metalevel and can label it as further evidence for her in
capacity or insolence.6 

Example 2: Paradoxical self-definitions of the Liar type are quite 
frequent, at least in our clinical experience. Their lJragmatic im
port is more obvious if we hold in mind that these statements not 
only convey logically meaningless content but define the relation
ship of the self to the other. Therefore, when presented in human 
interaction, it does not matter so much that the content (report) is 

• This experience of blocking metacommunications to prevent somebody 
from getting out of an untenable situation was well known to Lewis Carroll. 
We return to Alice after the Red and White Queens have driven her to dis
traction with their questions (see s. 3.22): they fan her head with bunches of 
leaves until she comes to again, and the brainwashing continues: 

"She's all right again now," said the Red Queen. "Do you 
know languages? What's the French for fiddle-de-dee?" 

"Fiddle-dc-dee's not English," Alice replied gravely. 
"Who ever said it was," said the Red Queen. 
Alice thought she saw a way out of the difficulty, this time. 

"If you tell me what language 'fiddle-de-dee' is, I'll tell you the 
French for itl" she exclaimed triumphantly. 

But the Red Queen drew herself up rather stimy, and said, 
"Queens never make bargains." (ItaliCS ours) 
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meaningless as that the relationship (command) aspect can neither 
be evaded nor clearly understood. The following variations of this 
problem are taken almost at random from recently held interviews: 

(a.) Interviewer: What would you say, Mr. X, are the main 
problems in your family? \ 

Mr. X: My contribution to our problem is that riD 
a habitual liar . . . a lot of people will use 
the expression-uhm-oh, falsehood or ex
aggeration or bull-slinger, many things
but actually it's lying ... 

We have reason to believe that this man has never come across the 
Liar paradox, and that he was not deliberately trying to pull the 
interviewer's leg. He did, however, for how can one proceed in the 
face of such a paradoxical relationship message? 

(b.) A family, composed of the parents and their rather obese 
twenty-year-old son who is allegedly mentally retarded, are in
terpreting together the proverb "A rolling stone gathers no moss" 
as part of a Structured Family Interview (I.:i.?): 

Father: Used as a proverb it means to us, to Mom and me, 
that if we are busy and active like a rolling stone, 
you know, moving, then, ah, we are not going to 
be too-fat, you're going to be more alert men
tally ... 

Son: It does? 
Mother: Now do you understand? 

Son: I catch on. 
Mother: (overlapping): -do you understand? 

Son: (overlapping): Yeah. I DO. 
Father: (overlapping): -that it would be GOOD for

Son: (interrupting): Mental retardation. 
Father: (continuing): -keep busy":::" 

Mother: Ohh-does that seem like it means that to you, 
"a rolling stone gathers. .. 
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Son: (interrupting): Well, getting over mental retarda
tion, it does. 

Mother: Well-
Father: (interrupting): Well, keeping busy would HELP, 

that's-I think that's right. 

How do his parents, or a therapist, deal with a "mental retar
date" 7 who speaks about ways of overcoming his mental retarda
tion, and even uses the term? Like the liar, he jumps in and out of 
the frame set by the diagnosis (a definition of self), thereby leading 
the diagnosis ad absurdum in a truly schizophrenic way. The use 
of the term excludes the condition which the term denotes. 

(c.) In a conjoint marital session, a discussion of the couple's 
sexual relations and of their individual attitudes about different 
sexual behaviors led to evidence of the husband's extreme dis
comfort with regard to masturbation. He said that, "to be perfectly 
frank," although he was frequently "forced" to masturbate by his 
wife's rebuffs, he was tortured by fears of abnormality and sin (the 
husband was Catholic and held that masturbation was a mortal 
sin). The therapist replied that he could not speak to the question 
of sin, but that as far as abnormality or deviance went, numerous 
surveys indicated that this group did report lower frequency than 
any other religious group, although there was a higher incidence 
of masturbation among Catholics than many would expect. The 
husband scoffed at such findings, saying, "Catholics always lie 
about sex." 

Example 3: Perhaps the most frequent form in which paradox 
enters into the pragmatics of human communication is through an 
injunction demanding specific behavior, which by its very nature 
can only be spontaneous. The prototype of this message is, there
fore, "Be spontaneousr Anybody confronted with this injunction 

~ This patient had been repeatedly diagnosed through psychological testing as 
having an IQ of about 50-80. On a test just prior to this interview he refused 
to participate on the grounds that he was unable to comprehend what was 
being asked. (In the course of the therapy he was later rediagnosed as schiro
phrenic; his recovery proceeded satisfactorily. and his performance in many 
areas exceeds by far the expectations of the above tests.) 
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IS In an untenable position, for to comply he would have to be 
spontaneous within a frame of compliance, of nonspontaneity. 
Some variations of this kind of paradoxical injunction are: 

(a) "You ought to love me"; 
(b) "I want you to dominate me" (request of a wife to her passive 

husband); 
(c) "You should enjoy playing with the children, just like other 

fathers"; 
(d) "Don't be so obedient" (parents to their child whom they con

sider too dependent on them); 
(e) "You know that you are free to go, dear; don't worry if I start 

crying" (from a novel by W. Styron, I50 , p. 33). 

The patrons of the microcosmic superbrothel in Genet's Balcony 
are all caught in this dilemma. The girls are paid to perform the 
complementary roles necessary for the clients to live their dreams 
of self, but it all remains a sham, for they know that the sinner is 
not a "real" sinner, the thief is not a "real" thief, etc. Similarly, 
this is also the problem of the homosexual who longs for an in
tense relationship with a "real" male, only to find that the latter 
is always, must always be, another homosexual. In all these in~ 

stances, the other at worst refuses to comply or at best does the 
right thing for the wrong reason, and the "wrong reason" is then 
compliance itself. In terms of symmetry and complementarity, these 
injunctions are paradoxical, because they demand symmetry in the 
frame of a relationship defined as complementary. Spontaneity 
thrives in freedom and vanishes under constraint.s 

Example 4: Ideologies are particularly liable to get entangled 

8 Freedom itself is similar to paradox. For Sartre the only freedom we do not 
have is not to be free. In a similar vein, the Swiss Civil Code, one of the most 
enlightened of Europe, states (article 27): ..... Nobody can abdicate his 
freedom or limit it to a degree which violates law or morality." And Berdyaev, 
summarizing Dostoevsky's thought, writes 

Freedom cannot be identified with goodness or truth or perfec
tion: it is by nature autonomous, it is freedom and not good
ness. Any identification or confusion of freedom with goodness 
and perfection involves a negation of freedom and a strengthen
ing of methods of compulsion; obligatory goodness ceases to be 
goodness by the fact of its constraint. (22, pp. 69-70) 
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in the dilemmas of paradox, especially if their metaphysics consist 
in antimetaphysics. The thoughts of Rubashov, the hero in Koest· 

. I 
ler's Da1'~ness at Noon, are paradigmatic in this connection: 

, 
The Party denied the free will of the individual-and 
at the same time it exacted his willing self·sacrifice. 
It denied his capacity to choose between two alterna
tives-and at the same time it demanded that he 
should always choose the right one. It denied his 
power to distinguish between good and evil-and at 
the same time it spoke accusingly of guilt and treach
ery. The individual stood under the sign of economic 
fatality, a wheel in a clockwork which had been 
wound up for all eternity and could not be stopped 
or influenced-and the Party demanded that the 
wheel should revolt against the clockwork and 
change its course. There was somewhere an error in 
the calculation; the equation did not work out. (84 

p. 257) 

It is in the nature of paradox that "equations" based on it do 
not work out. Where paradox contaminates human relations, dis
ease appears. Rubashov has realized the symptoms, but looks in 
vain for the cure: 

All our principles were right, but our results were 
wrong. This is a diseased century. We diagnosed the 
disease and its causes with microscopic exactness, but 
wherever we applied the healing knife a new sore ap
peared. Our will was hard and pure, we should have 
been loved by the people. But they hate us. Why are 
we so odious and detested? 

We brought you truth, and in our mouth it sounded 
like a lie. We brought you freedom, and it looks in 
our hands like a whip. We brought you the living life, 
and where our voice is heard the trees witber and 
there is a rustling of dry leaves. We brought you the 
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promise of the future, but our tongue stammered and 
barked ... (84, p. 58) 

Example 5: If we now compare this with the autobiographical 
account of a schizophrenic (I5), we notice that his dilemma is in
trinsically the same as Rubashov's. The patient is placed by his 
"voices" into an untenable situation and is then accused of dec~ 
or unwillingness when he finds himself unable to comply with 
their paradoxical injunctions. What makes his narrative so extraor-

! dinary is that it was written almost 130 years ago, long before 
the days of modem psychiatric theory: 

I was tormented by the commands of what I imagined 
was the Holy Spirit, to say other things;which as often 
as I attempted, I was fearfully rebuked for beginning 
in my own voice and not in a voice given to me. These 
contradictory commands were the cause, now as before, 
of the incoherency of my behavior, and these imagina
tions formed the chief causes of my ultimate total de
rangement. For I was commanded to speak, on pain of 
dreadful torments, of provoking the wrath of the Holy 
Spirit, and of incurring the guilt of the grossest in
gratitude; and at the same time whenever I attempted 
to speak, I was harshly and contumeliously rebuked for 
not using the utterance of a spirit sent to me; and 
when again I attempted, I still went wrong, and when 
I pleaded internally that I knew not what I was to do, 
I was accused of falsehood and deceit; and of being 
really unwilling to do what I was commanded. I then 
lost patience, and proceeded to say what I was desired 
pell-mell, determined to show that it was not fear or 
want of will that prevented me. But when I did this, I 
felt as formerly the pain in die nerves of my palate 
and throat on speaking, which convinced me that I was 
not only rebelling against God, but against nature; 
and I relapsed into an agonizing sense of hopeless
ness and of ingratitude. (I5, pp. 32-3) 
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Example 6: When in about 1616 the Japanese authorities started l 

a concerted persecution of converts to the Christian faith, they 
gave their victims a choice between a death sentence and an ab
negation that was as elaborate as it was paradoxical. This abnega
tion was in the form of an oath which is reported by Sansom in a 
study of the interaction between European and Asian cultures. 
He writes: 

In denying the Christian faith each apostate had to 
repeat reasons for his disbelief in a prescribed for
mula. . .. The formula is an involuntary tribute to 
the power of the Christian faith, for the converts, hav
ing abjured their religion (generally under duress), 
were by a curious logic made to swear by the very 
powers that they had just denied: By the Father, the 
Son, and the Holy Ghost, Santa Maria and "all the 
Angels . . . if I break this oath may I lose the 
grace bf God forever and fall into the wretched state 
of Judas Iscariot. By an even further departure from 
logic all this was followed by an oath to Buddhist 
and Shinto deities. (I34, p. 176) 

The consequences of this paradox are worth analyzing in detail. 
The Japanese had set themselves the task of changing the belief 
of a whole group of people, a notoriously difficult endeavor in 
view of the fact that any belief is both powerful and intangible. 
They must have realized from the outset that methods of persua
sion, coercion, or corruption were quite inadequate, for these 
methods can certainly enforce lip service but always leave the 
doubt that the ex-convert's mind is not "really" changed. And, of 
course, this doubt will linger on even in the face of the most pro
fuse protestations by the apostate because not only those sincerely 
renouncing but anyone who wants to save his skin and yet pre
serve his faith in his heart of hearts will behave precisely in this 
way. 

Faced with this problem of "really" bringing about a change in l 
someone's mind, the Japanese resorted to the expedient of the 
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,oath, and it was obviously clear to them that, as far as the converts 
. were concerned, such an oath would only be binding if sworn in 
the name of the Christian as well as the Buddhist or Shinto deities. 
But this "solution" led them straight into the undecidability of 
self-reflexive statements. The formula prescribed for the oath of 
abnegation was supposed to derive its binding power from an in
vocation of the very divinity that was to be abjured by it. In 
other words, a statement was made within a clearly defined frame 
of reference (the Christian faith) that asserted something about 
this frame and, therefore, about itself, namely it denied the frame 
of reference, and, with it, the oath itself. Now special attention 
needs to be paid to the two emphasized words in "the preceding 
sentence, within and about. Let C be the class of all statements 

f that can be made within the framework of the Christian faith. 
Then any statement about C can be called a metastatement, i.e., a 
statement about a body of statements. It can now be seen that the 
oath is both a member of C, since it invokes the Trinity, and at the 
same time a metastatement denying C-therefore, about C. This, 
however, creates the by now well-known logical impasse. No state
ment made within a given frame of reference can at the same time 
step outside the frame, so to speak, and negate itself. This is the 
dilemma of the dreamer caught in a nightmare: nothing he tries to 
do in his dream will be of any avaiL9 He can escape his nightmare 

• Cf. again Lewis Carroll in Through the Looking Glass, which Gust as Alice 
I in Wonderland) is far more a primer of story problems in logic than a chil

dren's book. Tweedledum and Tweedledee are talking about the sleeping Red 
King: 

... "He's dreaming now," said Tweedledee: "and what do you 
think he's dreaming about?" 

Alice said, "Nobody can guess that." 
"Why, about you!" Tweedledee exclaimed, clapping his hands 

triumphantly, "and if he left off dreaming about you, where do 
you suppose you'd be?" 

"Where I am now, of course," said Alice. 
"Not youl" Tweedledee retorted contemptuously. "You'd be 

nowhere. Why, you're only a sort of thing in his dream!" 
"If that there King was to wake," added Tweedledum, "you'd 

go out-bang!-just like a candle!" 
"I shouldn't!" Alice exclaimed indignantly. "Besides, if I'm 
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only by waking up, which is by stepping outside the dream. But 
waking is not part of the dream, it is a different frame altogether; 
it is non dream, as it were. Theoretically, the nightmare could go 
on forever, as some schizophrenic nightmares obviously do, for 
nothing inside the frame has the power to negate the frame. But 
this-mutatis mutandis-is precisely what the Japanese oath was 
meant to accomplish. 

While to our knowledge no historical accounts exist about the 
effects of the oath on either the converts or the administering au
thorities, it is not difficult to speculate on these effects. For the con
verts who took the oath the dilemma is fairly evident. By abjuring, 
they stayed Within the frame of the paradoxical formula and were 
thus caught in the paradox. Of course, their chances of stepping 
outside the frame must have been very slim. But having been 
forced to take the oath, the converts must have found themselves 
in a tremendous personal religious dilemma. Leaving aside the 
question of duress, was their oath valid or not? If they wanted to 
remain Christians, did not this very fact make the oath valid and 
excommunicate them? But if they sincerely wished to abjure 
Christianity, did not the oath by that faith now firmly bind them 
to it? In ultimate analysis the paradox here invades metaphysics; 
it is in the essence of an oath that it not only binds the juror but 
also the deity invoked. In the experience of the convert, was not 
God Himself then in an untenable situation and if so, where 
in the whole universe was there any hope left for a solution? 

But the paradox must also have affected the persecutors them
selves. It cannot possibly have escaped their awareness that the 

only a sort of thing in his dream, what are you, I should like 
to know?" 

"Ditto," said Tweedledum. 
"Ditto, ditto!" cried Tweedledee. 
He shouted this so loud that Alice could not help saying, 

"Hush! You'll be waking him, I'm afraid, if you make so much 
noise." 

"Well, it's no use your talking about waking him," said 
Tweedledum, "when you're only one of the things in his dream. 
You know very well you're not real." 

"I am reall" said Alice, and began to cry. 
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formula placed the Christian deity over their own gods. Thus, 
instead of purging "the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, 
Santa Maria and all the Angels" from the souls of the converts, 
they enthroned them even in their own religion. Therefore, in 
the end they must have found themselves enmeshed in their own 
fabrication, which denied what it asserted and asserted what it 
denied. 

At this point we can touch peripherally on the subject of brain-
I washing, which, after all, is based almost exclusively on p"ragmatic 
paradox. The history of mankind shows that by and large there 
are two kinds of mind benders: those who consider the physical 
destruction of their opponents a passable solution of the problem 
and could not care less about what their victims "really" think, and 
those who out of an escha'~ological concern worthy of a better 
cause care very much. It may be assumed that the latter are in
clined to denounce a shocking lack of spirituality in the former, 
but this is neither here nor there. In any case, the second group's 
concern is primarily the changing of a man's mind, and only 
secondarily his elimination. O'Brien, the torturer in Orwell's I984, 
is an accomplished authority on the subject, which he explains to 
his victim: 

"For every heretic it [the Inquisition] burned at the 
stake, thousands of others rose up. Why was that? Be
cause the Inquisition killed its enemies in the open, 
and killed while they were still unrepentant; in fact 
it killed them because they were unrepentant. Men 
were dying because they would not abandon their 
true beliefs . . . Later . . . there were the German 
Nazis and the Russian Communists ... W,e do not 
make mistakes of that kind. We make them true 
. . . You will be annihilated in the past as well as 
in the future. You will never have existed." 

"Then why bother to torture me?" thought Win
ston. 

O'Brien smiled slightly. "You are a Haw in the pat-
206 



PARADOXICAL COMMUNICATION 

tern, Winston, you are a stain that must be wiped 
out. Did I not tell you just now that we are different 
from the persecutors of the past? We are not con
tent with negative obedience, nor even with the most 
abject £mission. When finally you surrender to us 
it must be of your own free will. We do not destroy 
the heretic because he resists us; as long as he re
sists us we never destroy him. We convert him, we 
capture his inner mind, we reshape him. We burn 
all evil and all illusion out of him; we bring him over 
to our side, not in appearance, but genuinely, heart 
and soul. We make him one of ourselves before we 
kill him. It is intolerable to us that an errOneous 
thought should exist anywhere in the world, how
ever secret and powerless it may be." (II), .p. 258; 
italics ours) 

Here, indeed, is the "be spontaneous" paradox in its starkest 
form. The reader, of course, is left in no doubt that O'Brien h 
mad, but while O'Brien is only a fictional character, his madness 
is that of a Hitler, Himmler, Heydrich, et al. 

Example 7: A situation essentially similar to that of the Japanese 
converts and their persecutors arose between Sigmund Freud and 
the Nazi authorities in 1938, except that in this case the paradox 
was imposed. by the victim on his persecutors and, moreov~r, in such 
a way as to enable him to leave the field. The Nazis had promised 
Freud an exit visa from Austria on condition that he sign a declara
tion purporting that he had been "treated by the German authori
ties and particularly by the Gestapo with all the respect and consid· 
eration due to my scientific reputation," etc. (8I, p. 226). While in 
Freud's personal case this may have been true, in the wider con
text of the appalling persecution of the Viennese Jews, this docu
ment still amounted to a shameless pretense of fairness on the part 
of the authorities, obviously with the aim of using Freud's interna
tional fame for Nazi propaganda. Thus the Gestapo had an interest 
in having Freud sign it, and Freud on the other hand must have 
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found himself faced with the dilemma of either signing it and 
thereby aiding the enemy at the expense of his integrity, or re
fusing to sign and suffering whatever consequences might ensue. 
In terms of experimental psychology he was faced with an avoid
ance-avoidance conflict (5. 6.434). He managed to turn the tables 
by trapping the Nazis in their own fabrication. When the Ges
tapo official brought the document for his signature, Freud asked 
if he would be allowed to add one more sentence. Obviously sure 
of his one-up position, the official agreed. and Freud wrote in his 
own handwriting. "I can heartily recommend the Gestapo to any
one." Now the shoe was on the other foot-for the Gestapo, hav
ing first compelled Freud to praise them, could not possibly object 
to further praise. But to anyone who was even dimly aware of what 
was going on in Vienna in those days (and the world was increas
ingly aware of it), this "praise" amounted to a devastating sarcasm 
that made the document worthless for propaganda purposes. In 
short, Freud had framed the document with a statement that was 
both part of the document and a negation, via sarcasm, of the 
entire document. 

Example 8: In Les Plaisirs et les Jours Proust provides a beau
tiful example of a pragmatic paradox arising out of the frequent 
contradiction between socially approved behavior and individual 
emotion. Alexis is thirteen years old, and on his way to visit his 
uncle who is dying of an incurable disease. The following con
versation takes place between him and his tutor. 

As he started to speak, he blushed deeply: 
"Monsieur Legrand, should my uncle think that I 

know he must die, or not?" 
"He should not, Alexisl" 
"But what if he talks to me about it?" 
"He won't talk to you about it." 
"He won't talk to me about it?" said Alexis with 

astonishment, for this was the only alternative which 
he had not anticipated; every time that he began to 
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imagine his visit to his uncle he heard him talk about 
death with the sweetness of a priest. 

"But, after all, what if he does talk to me about it?" 
"You'll say that he is wrong." 
"And if 1 cry?" 
"You have already cried too much this morning, 

you won't cry at your uncle's." 
"I won't cryl" exclaimed Alexis in despair, "but 

he'll think that 1 feel no grief, that I don't love him 
.. my little uncleI" 
And he burst into tears. (rI8, pp. 19-110) 

If Alexis, out of concern, hides his feelings of concern, then he may, 
he feels, appear unconcerned and therefore unloving. 

Example 9: A young man sensed that his parents did not ap
prove of the girl he was going with and intended to marry. His 
father was a wealthy, dynamic, handsome man who completely 
ruled the three children and his wife. The mother lived in the 
complementary one-down position. She was a withdrawn, quiet per
son who on several occasions had gone to a sanitarium "for a rest." 
One day the father asked the young man into his study-a pro· 
cedure reserved for very solemn pronouncements only-and told 
him: "Louis, there is something you should know. We Alvarados 
always marry women better than ourselves." This was said with 
a perfectly straight face and left the boy puzzled because he could 
not decide what the implications of this statement were. Which· 
ever way he tried to interpret it, it led him into a bewildering 
contradiction and thereby left him with a sense of insecurity as 
to the wisdom of his decision to marry that particular girl. 

The father's statement could be expanded into the following: 
We Alvarados are superior people; among other things, we marry 
upward. The latter evidence of this superiority is, however, not 
only starkly contrary to the facts the son observes, but in itself 
implies that Alvarado men are inferior to their wives. And this 
negates the assertion that it was intended to support. If the state· 
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ment of superiority, including the definition of spouse and self, 
is true, then it is not true. 

Example IO: In the course of a young man's psychotherapy, his 
psychiatrist asked him to invite his parents to come from a some· 
what distant city so that they could have at least one conjoint 
therapy session. During this session it became apparent that the 
parents agreed with each other only when they were in coalition 
against their son, but that otherwise they disagreed on a great 
many topics. It was also revealed that the father had had a de
pression when the boy was small and had not worked for five 
years, during which time they lived on his wealthy wife's money. 
A little later in the course of the interview, the father sharply 
criticized the boy for not being more responsible, for not becoming 
independent and more successful. At this point the therapist in
tervened and cautiously pointed out that perhaps father and son 
had more in common than they realized . . . While this innuendo 
was lost On the two men, the mother quickly intervened and at· 
tacked the psychiatrist for being a troublemaker. She then looked 
at her son with love and admiration and stated, "After all, it's a 
simple matter. All we want in the world is for George to have as 
happy a marriage as we have." Defined in these terms, the only 
conclusion is that a marriage is happy when it is unhappy and, by 
implication, unhappy when it is happy. 

As a side line it seems worth mentioning that the boy was de
pressed after this meeting, and when he came for his next in
dividual session he was unable to trace the origin of his mood. 
When the paradox of his mother's wish was pointed out to him, 
he recalled it and looked as if an electric light had just been turned 
on. He said that she probably had been saying "things like that" 
for many years, but that he had never been able to pinpoint or 
identify them as he had just now. He used to have dreams of 
carrying something heavy, of fighting something, or of being 
dragged down by something, without ever being able to recognize 
this "something." 

Example I I: A mother was talking to her schizophrenic daugh· 
ter's psychiatrist on the telephone, complaining that the girl was 
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getting sick again. By this the mother usually meant that the girl 
had been more independent and had been arguing with her. Re
cently, for instance, the daughter had moved into an apartment 
of her own, and the mother was somewhat bothered by this. The 
therapist asked for an example of her allegedly disturbed behavior, 
and the mother said, "Well, like today, I wanted her to come over 
to dinner, and we had this big discussion because she did not think 
she wanted to come." When the therapist then asked what finally 
happened, the mother stated with some anger, "Well, I talked her 
into coming, of course, because I knew she really wanted to any
way and she never has the nerve to tell me No." In the mother's 
view, when the girl says "no," it means that she really does want 
to come, because the mother knows better than she what goes on 
in the daughter'S confused mind; but what if the girl says "yes"? A 
"yes" does not mean "yes," it only means the daughter never has 
the nerve to say "no." Both mother and daughter are thus bound 
by this paradoxical labeling of messages. 

Example z::z: A charming and hair-raising collection of paradoxi
cal maternal communications has recently been published by Green
burg. Here is one of his pearls: 

Give your son Marvin two sport shirts as a present. 
The first time he wears one of them, look at him sadly 
and say in your Basic Tone of Voice: 

"The other one you didn't like?" (s8, p. 16) 

6.43-THE DOUBLE BIND THEORY 

The effects of paradox in human interaction were first described 
by Bateson, Jackson, Haley, and Weakland in a paper entitled 
"Toward a Theory of Schizophrenia" (I8), published in 1956. This 
research group approached the phenomenon of schizophrenic com
munication from a viewpoint that is radically different from those 
hypotheses that view schizophrenia as primarily an intrapsychic 
disturbance (a thinking disorder, weak ego function, swamping 
of consciousness by primary process material, or the like), which 
secondarily affects the patient's relationships with other people and 
eventually theirs with him. Bateson et al. instead took the converse 
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approach and asked themselves what sequences of interpersonal 
experience would induce (rather than be caused by) behavior that 
would justify the diagnosis of schizophrenia. The schizophrenic, 
they hypothesized, "must live in a universe where the sequences 
of events are such that his unconventional communicational habits 
will be in some sense appropriate." (I8, p. 253) This led them to 
postulate and identify certain essential characteristics of such in
teraction, for which they coined the term double bind. These 
characteristics are also the common denominator underlying the 
otherwise perhaps bewildering medley of examples in the preced
ing section of this chapter. 

6.1JI 
In a somewhat modified and expanded definition, the ingredients 

of a double bind can be described as follows: 
(I) Two or more persons are involved in an intense relationship 

that has a high degree of physical and/or psychological survival 
value for one, several, or all of them. Situations in which such 
intense relationships typically exist include but are not limited to 
family life (especially parent-child interaction); infirmity; material 
dependence; captivity; friendship; love; loyalty to a creed,· cause, 
or ideology; contexts influenced by social norms or tradition; and 
the psychotherapeutic situation. 

(2) In such a context, a message is given which is so structured 
that (a) it asserts something, (b) it asserts something abqut its own 
assertion and (c) these two assertions are mutually exclusive. Thus, 
if the message is an injunction, it must be disobeyed to be obeyed; 
if it is a definition of self or the other, the person thereby defined 
is this kind of person only if he is not, and is not if he is. The 
meaning of the message is, therefore, undecidable in the sense,~ 
scribed in s. 3.333. 

(3) Finally, the recipient of the message is prevented from step
ping outside the frame set by this message, either by metacom
municating (commenting) about it or by withdrawing. Therefore, 
even though the message is logically meaningless, it is a pragmatic 
reality; he cannot not react to it, but neither can he react to it 
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appropriately (nonparadoxicaUy), for the message itself is paradoxi
cal. This situation is frequently compounded by the more or less 
overt prohibition to show any awareness of the contradiction or 
the real issue involved. A person in a double bind situation is 
therefore likely to find himself punished (or at least made to feel 
guilty) for correct perceptions, and defined as "bad" or "mad" 
for even insinuating that there be a discrepancy between what he 
does see and what he "should" see.IO 

This is the essence of the double bind. 

6,432 

Since its formulation this concept has gained considerable atten-
tion in psychiatry 11 and the behavioral sciences in general (I56) 
and it has even entered into political jargon (97). The question of 
the double bind's pathogenicity immediately became and has re
mained the most debated and misunderstood aspect of the theory. 
It therefore requires attention before we can proceed with our sub
ject matter. 

There can be no doubt that the world we live in is far from 
logical and that we all have been exposed t~ double binds, yet most 
of us manage to preserve our sanity. However, most of these ex
periences are isolated and spurious, even though at the time they 
may be of a traumatic nature. A very different situation arises when 
the exposu\e to double binds is long-lasting and gradually becomes 
a habitual ~xpectation. This, of course, applies especially in child· 

lI1 This holds equally for one person's perceptions of another's moods or be· 
havior. Cf. Johnson, tit al., from which the following is quoted: 

When these children perceived the anger and hostility of a 
parent, as they did on many occasions, immediately the parent 
would deny that he was angry and would insist that the child 
deny it too, so that the child was faced with the dilemma of 
whether to believe the parent or his own senses. If he believed 
his senses he maintained a firm grasp on reality; if he believed 
the parent, he maintained the needed relationship, but distorted 
his perception of reality. (80, p. 143) 

For essentially the same pattern. Laing (89) has introduced the concept of 
mystification. 

u Its authors received the 1961-62 FIieda Fromm-Reichmann Award of the 
Academy of Psychoanalysis for significant contribution to the understanding of 
schizophrenia. 
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hood, since all children are inclined to conclude that what hap
pens to them, happens all over the world-is the law of the uni
verse, so to speak. Here, then, there is no question of isolated 
trauma; rather we are faced with a definite pattern of interaction. 
The interactional quality of this pattern may become clearer if it 
is kept in mind that double-binding cannot, in the nature of hu
man communication, be a unidirectional phenomenon. If, as we 
have seen under (3) above, a double bind produces paradoxical be
havior, then this very behavior in tum double-binds the double
binder.1:.! Once this pattern has sprung into operation it is vir
tually meaningless to ask when, how, and why it was established, 
for, as will be seen in the next chapter, pathological systems have 
a curiously self-perpetuating, vicious-circle quality. In view oUhis, 
we contend that the question of the double bind's pathogenicity 
cannot be answered in terms of a cause-effect relationship, taken 
from the medical model of, say, the connection between infection 
and inflammation; the double bind does not cause schizophrenia. 
All that can be said is that where double-binding has become the 
predominant pattern of communication, and where the diagnostic 
attention is limited to the overtly most disturbed individual,13 the 

UThis mutuality exists even when all the power is apparently in the hands of 
one side and the other is totally helpless. e.g., in political persecution. For in 
the end, as Sartre (1115) explains, the torturer is as debased as his victim. See 
also Weissberg's account (163) of his experiences as victim of the Great Purge 
in the USSR, and Meerloo's (103) concept of the "mysterious masochistic pact" 
between the brainwasher and his victim. 

For a detailed study of the mutuality of double-binding in families see Weak
land (160); see also Sluzki, et al. (1'14), 

:Ill It is not possible to discuss in this book all the aspects and ramifications 
of the double bind theory, but the question of the degree of disturbat;lce does 
require a short digression. It has been our repeated experience that the parents 
of schizophrenics may first appear to be consistent. well·adjusted individuals, 
lending credence to the myth that these families would be a happy lot if it WeN-
not for the fact that their son or daughter is psychotic. But even when they 
are interviewed in the patient's absence, their extraordinary communicational 
inconsistencies may soon become apparent. Attention must again be drawn to 
the numerous ,examples presented by Laing and Esterson (90) and to an earlier, 
pioneering paper by Searles from which the following is quoted: 

For example, one deeply "schiwphrenic young man's mother, a 
very intense person who talked with machine-gun rapidity, 
poured out to me in an uninterrupted rush of words the fol
lowing sentences, which were so full of non sequiturs, as 
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behavior of this individual will be found to satisfy the diagnostic 
criteria of schizophrenia. Only in this sense can a double bind be 
considered causative and, therefore, pathogenic. This distinction 
may seem to be talmudic, but we consider it necessary if the con
ceptual step from "schizophrenia as a mysterious disease of the in
dividual mind" to "schizophrenia as a specific pattern of com
munication" is to be achieved. 

6,433 
With this in mind we can now add two more criteria to the 

above-mentioned three essential characteristics (s. 6.431) of a double 
bind, in order to define its connection with schizophrenia. They 
are 

(4) Where double-binding is of long-lasting, possibly chronic 
duration, it will turn into a habitual and autonomous expectation 
regarding the nature of human relationships and the world at 
large, an expectation that does not require further reinforcement. 

(5) The paradoxical behavior imposed by double-binding (point 
(3) of s. 6.431) is in tum of a double-binding nature, and this leads 
to a self-perpetuating pattern of communication. The behavior of 
the most overtly disturbed communicant, if examined in isolation, 
satisfies the clinical criteria of schizophrenia. 

6,434 
From the above it will be seen that double binds are not simply 

contradict)ry injunctions, but true paradoxes. We have already 
considered the essential difference between a contradiction and a 
paradox when examining the antinomies, and have found that 
every antinomy is a logical contradiction, but not every logical 
contradiction is an antinomy. The same distinction holds for con
tradictory versus paradoxical injunctions (double binds), and it is 

regards emotional tone, that they left me momentarily quite 
dazed: "He was very happy. 1 can't imagine this thing coming 
over him. He never was down, ever. He loved his radio repair 
work at Mr. Mitchell's shop in Lewiston. Mr. Mitchell i!l a very 
perfectionistic person. I don't think any of the men at his shop 
before Edward lasted more than a few months. But Edward got 
along with him beautifully. He used to come home and say (the 
mother imitates an exhausted sigh). 'I can't stand it another 
minutel'" (I42, pp. 3-4) 
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a distinction of the highest importance, because the pragmatic 
effects of these two classes of injunctions are very different. (See 
illustrations facing page 225.) 

Our thinking, the logical structure of language, and our per
ception of reality in general are so firmly based on the Aristotelian 
law that A cannot at the same time also be not-A, that this kind 
of contradiction is too obviously wrong to be taken seriously. Even 
the contradictions imposed by the daily business of living are not 
pathogenic. When faced with two mutually exclusive alternatives, 
one has to choose; one's choice may quickly turn out to have been 
wrong or one may vacillate too long and thereby fail. Such a 
dilemma may be anything from the mild regret that one cannot eat 
One's cake and have it too to the desperate predicament of a man 
caught on the sixth floor of a burning house and left only with 
the alternatives of dying either in the fire or by jumping out the 
window. Similarly, in the classical experiments in which an or
ganism is exposed to a conflict situation (approach-avoidance, 
approach-approach, avoidance-avoidance), the conflict stems from 
what amounts to a contradiction between the alternatives offered 
or imposed. The behavioral effects of these experiments may be 
anything from indecision to a wrong choice to starvation as an 
escape from punishment, but never the peculiar pathology that can 
be observed when the dilemma is truly paradoxical. 

However, this pathology is clearly present in the famous Pav
lovian experiments in which a dog is first trained to discriminate 
between a circle and an ellipse and then is caused to be unable 
to discriminate when the ellipse is gradually expanded to look 
more and more like a circle. This, we contend, is a context COn
taining all the ingredients of a double bind as set out'apove, and 
for its behavioral effects Pavlov coined the term "expe\imental 
neurosis." The crux of the matter is that in this type of experi
ment the experimenter first imposes on the animal the vital neces
sity of correct discrimination and then, within this frame ma~e8 
discrimination impossible. The dog is thus cast into a world in 
which his survival depends on compliance with a law which vio. 
lates itself: paradox raises its Gorgonian head. At this point the 
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animal begins to exhibit typical behavior disorders; he may be
come comatose or viciously violent and in addition will display the 
physiological concomitants of severe anxiety.14 

To summarize: The most important distinction between contra
dictory and paradoxical injunctions is that in the face of a con
tradictory injunction, one chooses one and loses, or suffers, the 
other alternative. The result is not a happy one-as already men
tioned, one cannot eat one's cake and have it too, and the lesser 
evil is still an evil. But in the face of a contradictory injunction, 
choice is logically possible. The paradoxical injunction, on the 
other hand, bankrupts choice itself, nothing is possible, and a self
perpetuating oscillating series is set in motion. 

As a side remark we should like to point to the interesting fact 
that the paralyzing effect of pragmatic paradox is by no means 
limited to primates or mammals in general; even organisms with 
a relatively rudimentary brain and nervous system are similarly 
vulnerable to the effects of paradox. This would imply that some 
fundamental law €If existence is here involved. 

6,435 
But to return to the pragmatics of human communication, let us 

consider briefly what behavioral effects are likely to be produced 
by double binds. It was pointed out in s. 4.42 that in any com
municational sequen",e every exchange of messages narrows down 
the number of possible next moves. In the case of double binds, 
the complexity of the pattern is particularly constraining and only 
a very few reactions are pragmatically possible. Following are some 
of the possible reactions. 

Faced with the untenable absurdity of his situation, a person is 
likely to conclude that he must be overlooking vital dues either 
inherent in the situation or offered him by significant others. He 
would be strengthened in the latter assumption by the obvious 
fact that for the others the situation appears to be quite logical and 
consistent. That these vital dues may be deliberately withheld from 

14 Significantly, animals that have not been trained to discriminate in the 
first place do not show this kind of behavior in a context in which discrimina· 
tion is impossible. 
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him by the others would merely be a variation of the theme. In 
either case-and this is the central issue-he will be obsessed with 
the need of finding these clues, of giving a meaning to what is 
going on in and around him, and he will eventually be forced to 
extend this scanning for clues and meaning to the most unlikely 
and unrelated phenomena. This shift away from the real issues be
comes all the more plausible if it is remembered that an essential 

i ingredient of a double bind situation is the prohibition to be aware 
of the contradiction involved. 

On the other hand he may choose what recruits quickly find to 
be the best possible reaction to the bewildering logic, or lack of it, 
in army life: to comply with any and all injunctions with complete 
literalness and to abstain overtly from any independent thinking. 
Thus rather than engaging in an interminable search for hidden 
meanings, he will discard a priori the possibility that there is any . 
other than the most literal, superficial aspect to human relation
ships or, furthermore, that one message should have any more 
meaning than another. As can be imagined, such behavior would 
strike any observer as foolish, for the inability to distinguish be
tween the trivial and the important, the plausible and the im
plausible, is in the essence of foolishness. 

The third possible reaction would be to withdraw from human 
involvement. This can be achieved by physically isolating oneself 
as much as possible and, moreover, by blocking input channels of 
communication where isolation alone is not possible to the de
sired extent. In regard to the blocking Qf inputs, reference must 
again be made to the phenomenon of "perceptual defense" which 
was briefly described in s. 3.234. A person defending hiin~lf in this 
fashion would strike an observer as withdrawn, unapproachable, 
autistic. Virtually the same result-escape from double-binding in
volvement-can conceivably be achieved by hyperactive behavior 
that is so intense and sustained that most incoming messages are 
thereby drowned out. 

These three forms of behavior in the face of the undecidability 
of actual or habitually expected double binds are, as the authors 
of the theory point out in their original paper, suggestive of the 
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clinical pictures of schizophrenia, that is, of the paranoid, the 
hebephrenic, and the (stuporous or agitated) catatonic subgroups 
respectively. They add: 

These three alternatives are not the only ones. The 
point is that a person cannot choose the one alterna
tive which would help him to discover what people 
mean; he cannot, without considerable help, discuss 
the messages of others. Without being able to do that, 
the human being is like any self-correcting system 
which has lost its governor; it spirals into never-end
ing, but always systematic, distortions. (I8, p. 256) 

As pointed out several times earlier, schizophrenic communication 
is itself paradoxical and therefore imposes paradox on the other 
communicants, and this completes the vicious cycle. 

6.44-PARADOXICAL PREDICTIONS lIS 

In the early 1940'S a new, particularly fascinating paradox made 
its appearance. Although its origin seems to be unknown, it quickly 
gained attention and has since been dealt with extensively in a 
variety of papers, no fewer than nine of which have appeared in 
the journal Mind.16 As we shall see, this paradox has particular 
relevance to our study. b\cause it derives its power and charm from 
the fact that it is only conceivable as an ongoing interaction be
tween persons. 

6'44 I 

Of the several versions in which the essence of this paradox has 
been given, we have selected the following: 

A headmaster announces to his pupils that there will 
be an unexpected examination during the next week, 
i.e., on any day from Monday through Friday. The 
students-who seem to be an unusually sophisticated 

15 Parts of this section were first published in (r 58). 
16 For a review of some of the earlier articles and a comprehensive presenta

tion of this paradox, see Nerlich (I II); see also Gardner (54) for an excellent 
resume comprising most of the different versions in which the paradox: has 
been presented. 
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bunch-point out to him that, unless he violates the 
terms of his own announcement and-does not intend 
to give an unexpected examination some time next 
week, there can be no such examination. For, they 
argue, if no examination has been held by Thursday 
evening, then it cannot be held unexpectedly on Fri· 
day, since Friday would be the only possible day left. 
But if Friday can thus be ruled out as a possible exam
ination day, Thursday can be ruled out for the same 
reason. Obviously, on Wednesday evening there would 
be only two days left: Thursday and Friday. Friday, 
as already shown, can be ruled out. This leaves only 
Thursday, so that an examination held on Thursday 
would no longer be unexpected. By the same reason· 
ing. of course, Wednesday, Tuesday. and eventually 
also Monday can be eliminated: there can, be no un
expected examination. It may be assumed that the 
headmaster listens to their "proof" in silence and then 
on, say. Thursday morning holds the examination. 
From the very moment of his announcement he had 
planned to hold it on that morning. They, on the 
other hand, are now faced with a totally unexpected 
examination-unexpected for the very reason that 
they had convinced themselves that it could not be 
unexpected. 

In the foregoing it is not too difficult to distinguish the by now 
familiar features of paradox. On the one han~ studen~s have 
engaged in what appears to be a rigorous logical deduction from 
the premises set by the headmaster's announcement and have con· 
cluded that there can be no unexpected examination the follow
ing week. He, on the other hand, obviously can hold the examina
tion on any day of the week without violating in the least the 
terms of his announcement. The most surprising aspect of this 
paradox is the fact that upon closer investigation it will be seen 
that the examination can be held even on Friday and yet be un-
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expected. In fact, the essence of the story is the situation existing 
on Thursday evening, while the inclusion of the other days of 
the week only serves to embellish the story and complicate the 
problem secondarily. By Thursday evening, Friday is the only pos
sible day left and this makes a Friday examination fully expectable. 
"It must be tomorrow, if there is to be an examination at all; it 
cannot be tomorrow, because it would not be unexpected"; this is 
how the students see it. Now, this very act of deducing that the 
examination is expected and therefore impossible, makes it POll

sible for the headmaster to hold an unexpected examination on 
Friday or, for that matter, any other day of the week, in full con
formity with the terms of his announcement. Even if the students 
realize that their conclusion that there can be no unexpected ex
amination is the very reason it is possible to hold it unexpectedly, 
their discovery does not help them in the least. All it proves is 
that if on Thursday evening they expect the examination on Fri
day, thereby ruling out the possibility of its being given, accord
ing to the headmaster's own rules, then it can be held unexpect
edly, which makes it fully expectable, which makes it totally un· 
expectable and so f01h ad infinitum. It therefore cannot be pre
dicted. 

Here, then, is again a true paradox: 

(1) the announcement contains a prediction in the object lan
guage ("there will be an examination"); 

(2) it contains a prediction in the metalanguage negating the pre· 
dictability of (1), i.e., "the (predicted) examination will be 
unpredictable" ; 

(3) the two predictions are mutually exclusive; 
(4) the headmaster can successfully prevent the students from step

ping outside the situation created by his announcement and 
from gaining additional information that could enable them 
to discover the examination date. 

6-442 

So much for the logical structure of the headmaster's prediction. 
When its pragmatic consequences are considered, two surprising 
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conclusions emerge. The first is that to make good the prediction 
contained in his announcement, the headmaster needs the opposite 
conclusion to be reached by the students (that is, that an examina
tion as announced is logically impossible), for only then does a 
situation exist in which his prediction of an unexpected examina
tion can be borne out. But this is tantamount to saying that the 
dilemma can arise only thanks to the sophistication of the students. 
If their wits were duller, they would very probably miss the subtle 
complexity of the problem; they would probably expect the ex
amination as unexpectable and thus lead the headmaster ad abo 
surdum. For as soon as they-illogically-resign themselves to the 
fact that the unexpected must be expected, no examination at any 
time between Monday and Friday would be unexpected for them. 
Does it not look as if defective logic would make their outlook 
more realistic? For there is no reason why the examination cannot 
be held unexpectedly on any day of the week. and only the sophis
ticated students miss this undeniable fact. 

In psychotherapeutic work with intelligent schizophrenics one 
again and again is tempted to conclude that they would be. much 
better off, much more "normal," if they could only somehow blunt 
the acuity of their thinking and thus alleviate the paralyzing effect 
it has on their actions. In their own ways they all seem to be de
scendants from the troglodytic hero of Dostoevsky'S Notes from 
Underground, who explains: 

I swear, gentlemen .. that to be too conscious is an ill
neSS-a real tJ:leroughgoing illness. (38, p. 132) 

And later: 

inertia overcame me. You know the direct, legiti
mate fruit of consciousness is inertia, that is, conscious 
sitting-with-the-hands-folded. I have referred to this 
already. I repeat, I repeat with emphasis: all "direct" 
persons and men of action are active just because they 
are stupid and limited. How explain that? I will tell 
you: in consequence of their limitation they take im
mediate and secondary causes for primary ones, and in 
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that way persuade themselves more quickly and easily 
than other people do that they have found an in
fallible foundation for their activity, and their minds 
are at ease and you know that is the chief thing. To 
begin to act, you know, you must first have your mind 
completely at ease and no trace of doubt left in it. 
Why, how am I, for example, to set my mind at rest? 
Where are the primary causes on which I am to build? 
Where are my foundations? Where am I to get them 
from? I exercise myself in reflection, and consequently 
with me every primary cause at once draws after itself 
another still more primary, and so on to infinity. That 
is just the essence of every sort of consciousness and 
reflection. (;8, pp. 189-40) 

Or compare Hamlet (IV 14): 

\ Now whether it be 
Beastly oblivion, or some craven scruple 
Of thinking too precisely on the event,-
A thought which, quarter'd, hath but one part wisdom 
And ever three parts coward,-I do not know 
Why yet I live to say "this thing's to do," 
Sith I have cause, and will, and strength, and means 
To do't. 

1£, as we have seen in s. 6.435, double-binding determines be
havior that is suggestively similar to the paranoid, hebephrenic, 
and catatonic subgroups of schizophrenia respectively, it seems 
that paradoxical predictions are related to behavior suggestive of 
the typical inertia and abulia in simple schizophrenia. 

6,10 
But the second conclusion that imposes itself is perhaps even 

more disconcerting than this apparent apology for sloppy thinking. 
The dilemma would be equally impossible if the students did not 
trust the headmaster implicitly. Their entire deduction stands and 
falls on the assumption that the headmaster can and must be 
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trusted. Any doubt of his trustworthiness would not dissolve the 
paradox logically, but would certainly dissolve it pragmatically. 
If he cannot be trusted, then there is no point in taking his an· 
nouncement seriously, and the best the students can do under the 
circumstances is to expect an examination some time from Monday 
through Friday. (This means that they only accept that part of the 
announcement that is on the content-object language-level, i.e., 
"There will be an examination next week," and disregard the meta
communicational aspect dealing with its predictability.) So we 
reach the conclusion that not only logical thinking but also trust 
make one vulnerable to this kind of paradox. 

6'441 
It might seem that such a paradox occurs rarely, if ever, in actual 

life. This argument, however, cannot be sustained in the area of 
schizophrenic communication. A person carrying the diagnostic 
label "schizophrenic" can be thought of as playing both the stu
dents' and the headmaster's parts. Like the students he is caught in 
the dilemma of logic and trust, as set out above. But he is also 
very much in the headmaster's position, for like the latter he en· 
gag-es in communicating messages that are undecidable. Nerlich, 
obviously without realizing how much the concluding remarks of 
his paper are applicable to our subject, has beautifully summarized 
this state of affairs: "One way of saying nothing is to contradict 
yourself. And if you manage to contradict yourself by saying that 
you are saying nothing, then you do not, in the end, contradict 
yourself at all. You can eat your cake and have it, too" (II I, p. 513). 

1£, as postulated in S5. 2.23 and 3.2, the schizophrenic is\lttempt
ing not to communicate, then the "solution" to this dilemma is the 
use of undecidable messages which say of themselves that they are 
saying nothing. 

6,145 
But even outside the field of strictly schizophrenic communica-

tions, paradoxical predictions can be found to play their havoc in 
human relations. They occur, for instance, whenever person P is· 
implicitly trusted by the other, 0; and threatens to do something 
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"You sure write good!" 

(See 8.6.8 on paradoxical definitions.) 
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Contradiction and Paradox, Respectively, As Exemplified by Signs 

The two injunctions in Figure I simply contradict each other. Therefore, only one can be 
obeyed. The sign in Figure 2 (a practical joke, we assume) creates a true paradox through 
its self-reflexivity: to obey the injunction of ignoring it, one first has to notice it. But this 
very act of noticing it is in disobedience of the injunction itself. Therefore, this sign can 
only be obeyed by disobeying it, and is disobeyed by obeying it. (See s. 6.434, on simple 
contradictions versus paradoxes.) 

FIGURE 2 
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to 0 that would make him, p} untrustworthy. The following ex
ample may illustrate this interaction. 

A married couple are seeking psychiatric held be<:ause of the wife's 
excessive jealousy, which makes life unbearable for both of them. 
It turns out that the husband is an extremely rigid, moralistic 
person who takes great pride in his ascetic style of life and in the 
fact that "I've never, in all my life, given anybody reason to distrust 
my word." The wife, who comes from a very different background, 
has accepted the complementary one-down position, except in one 
area: she is unwilling to forgo her predinner drink, a habit that 
to him, as a teetotaler, is disgusting and has been the theme of 
endless quarrels practically since the beginning of their marriage. 
About two years ago) the husband, in a fit of anger, told her, "If 
you don't stop your vice} I'll start one of my own/' adding that he 
would have affairs with other women. This did not bring about any 
change in their relationship pattern, and a few months later the 
husband decided to let her have her drinks for the sake of domestic 
peace. At this precise point in time her jealousy flared up, the 
rationale of which was and is: He is absolutely trustworthy; there
fore he must be carrying out his threat and be unfaithful, that is, 
untrustworthy. The husband, on the other hand, is just as help
lessly caught in the web of his paradoxical prediction, as he can
not convincingly reassure her that his threat was impulsive and 
should not be taken seriously. They realize that they are caught 
in a self-made trap, but see no way out of it. 

The structure of the husband's threat is identical with that of 
the headmaster's announcement. As she sees it, he is saying: 

(1) I am absolutely trustworthy; 
(2) I shall now punish you by being untrustworthy (unfaithful, 

deceitful); 
(3) therefore, I am going to remain trustworthy to you by being 

untrustworthy, for if I now did not destroy your trust in my 
marital trustworthiness, I would not be .trustworthy any more. 

From a semantic point of view the paradox arises over the two 
different meanings of "trustworthy." In (1) the term is used in the 
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metalanguage to denote the common property of all his actions, 
promises, and attitudes. In (2) it is used in the object language and 
refers to marital faithfulness. The same holds for the two uses 
of "expected" in the headmaster's announcement. All his predic
tions can be expected to take place with certainty. In other words, 
expectability is the common property determining the class of his 
predictions. Thus, if the expectability of one member of this class 
-that is, one specific prediction-is negated, it is expectability of 
a different-that is, lower-logical type than the one which is the 
property of the class, designated by the same term. From a prag
matic point of view, both the headmaster's and the husband's an
nouncements create contexts that are untenable. 

6-446 Trust-The Prisoners' Dilemma 
In human relations, all prediction is connected in one way or 

another with the phenomenon of trust. If person P hands the 
other, 0, a personal check, the question of whether this check is 
covered remains unknown to 0 on the strength of the information 
available to him at the time. In this sense, P's and O's positions 
are very different. P knows whether his check is good or not; 0 
can only trust or distrust him,17 for he will not know· until he 
takes the check to the bank. At that moment his trust or distrust 
will be l'eplaced by the same certainty that P had from the very 
start. There is in the nature of human communication no way of 
making another person a participant in information or perceptions 
available exclusively to oneself. The other can at best trust or dis
trust, but he can never know. On the other hand, human activity 
would virtually be paralyzed if people acted only on the strength 
of firsthand information or perceptions. The vast majority of all 
decisions is based on trust of one kind or another. Trust is thus 
always related to future outcomes and, more specifically, to their 
predictabili ty. 

So far interactions have been considered in which one person 

110'S trust or distrust will, oC course, be influenced by his past experiences, 
if any, with P, and the outcome of the present problem will influence 0'5 
amount of tl-ust ill P on future occasions. But for the present purposes this 
can be left aside. 
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has firsthand infonnation and the other can only trust or distrust 
the communication of this infonnation. The headmaster knows 
that he is going to give the examination on Thursday morning; the 
husband knows that he does not intend to betray his wife; the man 
who writes a check (usually) knows whether it is covered or not. 
Now, in any interaction of the "Prisoners' Dilemma" type, neither 
person has any firsthand information. They both have to rely on 
their trust in the other, on a tentative assessment of their own 
trustworthiness in the ?yes of the other, and on their attempts at 

I 

predicting the decision procedure of the other that they know 
depends largely on his predictions about theirs. These predictions, 
as shall now be shown, invariably become paradoxical. 

The Prisoners' Dilemma 18 can be represented by a matrix such 
as the following: 

hI ha 

a1 5, 5 -5, 8 
~.--------. 

a. 8, -5 -3, -3 

in which two players, A and B, have two alternative moves each. 
That is, A can choose either al or a2' and B can choose either b1 

or b2. Both are fully aware of the gains or losses defined by the 
matrix. Thus A knows that if he chooses al and B chooses b1, they 
will win five points each; but if B chooses alternative b2 instead, 
A will lose five points and B will win eight points. B is faced 
with a similar situation vis-a-vis A. Their dilemma consists of the 
fact that each does not know what alternative the other will 
choose, since they must choose simultaneously but cannot com
municate about their decision. 

It is usually assumed that no matter whether the game is played 
just once or a hundred times in succession, decision a2. b2 is the 

,. As will be remembered, the Prisoners' Dilemma is a nonzero-sum game. 
So the goal for each player is his own absolute gain, irrespective of the other's 
gain or loss. Thus. co-operation is not only not ruled out (as it is in the zero
sum game). but may even be the optimal strategy. Nor is randomization of 
moves (in the case of successive plays) an automatically desirable strategy. 
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safest one, even though it entails a loss of three points for both 
player A and player B.19 A more reasonable solution would, of 
course. be al> b l • for it insures both players a gain of five points. 
But this decision can be reached only under conditions of mutual 
trust. For if, say, player A played the game only from the point of 
view of maximizing his gains and minimizing his losses, and if 
player A has sufficient reason to believe that player B trusts him 
and will therefore choose b l , then player A has every reason to 
choose ~, since joint decision a2. b l • gives player A 'a maximum 
gain. But if A is a sufficiently clear thinker, he cannot fail to pre
dict that B will follow the analogous line of reasoning and will 
therefore play b2 rather than b1• especially if B also thinks that 
he is trusted enough by A and has himself enough trust in A for 
A to play al' Consequently. the melancholy conclusion imposes 
itself that joint decision a2, b2, with a loss for both players. is the 
only feasible one. . 

This outcome is by no means a theoretical one. It is perhaps 
the most elegant abstract representation of a problem encountered 
over and over again in marriage psychotherapy. Spouses who live 
lives of quiet desperation, deriving minimum gratification from 
their joint experiences, have been known to psychiatrists for a long 
time. Traditionally, however, the reason for their misery is sought 
in the assumed individual pathology of one or both of them. They 
may be diagnosed as depressive, passive-aggressive, self-punishing, 
sadomasochistic, and so on. But these diagnoses obviously fail to 
grasp the interdependent nature of their dilemma, which may exist 
quite apart from their personality structure and may reside ex
clusively in the nature of their relationship "game." It is as if they 
were saying, "Trust would make me vulnerable; therefore I have 
to play it safe," and the inherent prediction thus is, "The other 
will take advantage of me." 

This is the point where most spouses (or, for that matter, gations) 
stop in the evaluation and definition of their relationship. But 
those who are sharper thinkers cannot stop there, and this is where 

W See the detailed discussions in Rapoport (I2z) and Schelling (I4o). 
uS 
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the paradox of the Prisoners' Dilemma becomes most patent. Solu
tion a2, b2 becomes unreasonable as soon as A realizes that this 
solution is only a lesser evil, but still an evil, and that B cannot 
fail to see it in these identical terms--that is, as an evil. B then 
must have as little reason as A to want this outcome, a conclusion 
that is certainly accyssible to A's predictive thinking. Once both 
A and B have arrived at this insight, then solution a2' b2 is no 
longer the most reasonable decision, but rather the cooperative 
decision al, bl . But with al' b1 the whole cycle starts all over 
again. No matter how .they look at it, as soon as the "most rea· 
sonable" decision is deduced, a "more most reasonable" decision 
always emerges. Thus the dilemma is identical to that of the stu
dents for whom the examination is predictable only when it is 
un predictable. 

6.5 

Summary 

A paradox is a logical contradiction following consistent deduc
tions from correct premises. Of the three types of paradox-Iogico
mathematical, semantical, and pragmatic-the latter is of interest 
here because of its behavioral implications. Pragmatic paradoxes 
are distinguishedfrom simple contradiction especially in that choice 
is a solution in the latter but not even possible in the former. The 
two kinds of pragmatic paradoxes are paradoxical injunctions 
(double binds) and paradoxical predictions. 
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Chapter 7 

Paradox in Psychotherapy 

7.1 

The Illusion of Alternatives 

In The Wife of Bath's Tale, Chaucer presents' the story of one 
of King Arthur's knights who "lustily riding home one day from 
hawking" comes upon a maiden in his path and rapes her. This 
crime, "at which the outcry was so keen," nearly costs him his 
life, except for the fact that the queen and her ladies want him 
spared, as Arthur leaves the decision of the knight's fate to the 
queen. The queen tells the knight she will grant him his life if 
he can find the answer to the question "What is the thing that 
most of all women desire?" She gives him a year and a day to re
turn to the castle, and, faced with a death sentence as the only 
alternative, the knight accepts the task. As can be imagined, the 
year passes, the last day comes, and the knight is on his way back 
to the castle, not having found the answer. This time he chances 
upon an old woman ("as ugly a witch as fancy could devise"), 
sitting in a meadow, who addresses him with the rather prophetic 
words: "Sir knight, here runs no thoroughfare." Upon hearing his 
predicament, she tells him that she knows the answer and thy-she 
will reveal it to him if he swears that "whatsoever I next aslCOf you, 
you'll do if it lies within your might." Faced again with a choice 
between two alternatives (beheading or the witch's wish, whatever 
it might be), he of course chooses the latter and is told the secret 
("Most of all women desire to have the sovereignty and sit in rule 
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and government above their husbands and to have their way in 
love"). This answer fully satisfies the ladies of the court, but now 
the witch, having fulfilled her part of the bargain. demands that 
the knight mat\ry her. The wedding night comes, and there the 
knight lies in despair by her side, unable to overcome his revulsion 
at her ugliness. At last the witch again offers him two alternatives 
from which he may choose: either he accept her ugly as she is, 
and she will be a true and humble wife to him all her life, or 
she will turn herself into a young and beautiful maiden, but will 
never be faithful to him. For a long time the knight ponders the 
two alternatives and eventually chooses neither Of them, but rejects 
choice itself. This climax of the Tale is contained in the one single 
line: "I do no fors the whether of the two" (I do not choose either 
of the two). At this moment the witch not only turns into a beau
tiful maiden but into a most faithful, obedient wife as well. 

To the knight. woman appears as innocent maiden, queen, 
witch, and whore, but her power over him remains the same under 
all these guises until he no longer feels compelled to choose and 
be led into further predicament, but eventually questions the need 
for choice itself.1 The Wife of Bath's Tale is also a beautiful piece 
of female psychology and as such has received a most interesting 
analysis by Stein (I48). In our conceptual framework we would say 
that as long as this kind of woman is capable of double-binding the 
male by means of a never-ending illusion of alternatives (and. of 
course, as long as the male cannot extricate himself from it), 
she cannot be free eithe}7, and remains caught in an illusion of 
alternatives involving ugliness or promiscuity as the only choices. 

7·12 
The term illusion of alternatives was first used by Weakland and 

Jackson (I6I) in a report on the interpersonal circumstances of a 
schizophrenic episode. They observed that in trying to make the 

1 Compare with this a famous Zen koan (a paradoxical meditation) imposed 
by Tai-hui with a bamboo stick: "If you call this a stick, you affirm; if you 
call it not a stick, you negate. Beyond affirmation and negation, what would 
you call it?" 
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right choice between two alternatives, schizophrenic patients en· 
counter a typical dilemma: they cannot, in the nature of the com· 
municational situation, make a right decision, because both 
alternatives are part and parcel of a double bind and the patient 
is, therefore, "damned if he does and damned if he doesn't." There 
are no actual alternatives of which the "right" one "should" be 
chosen-the whole assumption that choice is possible and should 
be made is an illusion.2 But to realize the absence of choice would 
be tantamount to recognizing not only the overt "alternatives" 
offered, but the actual nature of the double bind. In fact, as has 
been shown in s. 6.431, the blocking of any escape from the double· 
binding situation and the resulting impossibility of looking at it 
from the outside are an essential ingredient of the double bind. 
People in these situatipns are as caught as the defendant who is 
asked, "Have you stopped beating your wife? Answer 'yes' or 
'no'" and is threatened with a charge of contempt of court if he 
tries to reject both alternatives as inapplicable because he has 
never beaten her. But while the interrogator in this example knows 
that he is using a nasty trick, this knowledge and intent are usually 
absent in real life situations. Paradoxical communications, as we 
have already observed, invariably bind all concerned: the Witch 
is as much caught as the Knight, the husband of the example in 
s. 6,445 as much as his wife, etc. What all these patterns have in 
common is that no change can be generated from within and that 
any change can only come from stepping outside the pattern. This 
problem of successful intervention, of bringing about change in 
such a system, will now be examined. 

'1.2 

The "Game Without End" 

To begin with a highly theoretical example, imagine the following. 
Two persons decide to play a game consisting of the substitution 

of negation for affirmation and vice versa in everything they com· 

• This is, of course, the basic difference between a double bind and a sim
ple contradiction (see s. 6434). 
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municate to each other. Thus "yes" becomes "no," "I don't want" 
means "I want," and so forth. It can be seen that this coding of 
their me,sages is a semantic convention and similar to the myriad 
other c6nventions used by two people sharing a common language. 
It is not immediately evident, however, that once this game is un
der way the players cannot easily revert to their former "normal" 
mode of communication. In keeping with the rule of inversion 
of meaning, the message "Let's stop playing" means "Let's con
tinue." To stop the game it would be necessary to step outside 
the game and communicate about it. Such a message would clearly 
have to be constructed as a metamessage, but whatever qualifier 
were tried for this purpose would itself be subject to the rule of 
inversion of meaning and would therefore be useless. The message 
"Let's stop playing" is undecidable, for (1) it is meaningful both at 
the object level (as part of the game) and on the metalevel (as a mes
sage about the game); (2) the two meanings are contradictory; and 
(3) the peculiar nature of the game does not provide for a procedure 
that would enable the players to decide on the one or the other 
meaning. This undecidability makes it impossible for them to stop 
the game once it is under way. Such situations we label games with
out end. 

It may be argued that the dilemma could be avoided and the 
game terminated at will by simply using the opposite message, 
"Let's continue playing." But closer examination reveals that this 
is not the case from the strictly logical viewpoint. For, as we have 
now seen repeatedly, no' statement made within a given frame 
(here the game of inversion of meaning) can at the same time be 
a valid assertion about the frame. Even if the message "Let's con
tinue playing" were given by one player and, by the rule of inver
sion, understood by the other to signify "Let's stop playing," he 
would still be faced with an undecidable message, provided that 
he remained strictly logical about it. For the rules of the game 
simply do not make allowance for metamessages and a message 
proposing the end of the game is of necessity a metamessage. By 
the rules of the game every message is part of the game, no mes· 
sage is exempt from it. 
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We have presented this example at some length because It IS 

paradigmatic not only of such dramatic examples as described in 
s. 5.43, but of countless relationship dilemmas in real life. It high
lights an important aspect of the kind of system we are now ex
amining: once the original agreement regarding the inversion of 
meaning is reached, it can no longer be altered by the two players. 
for to alter it they would have to communicate and their communi
cations are the very substance of the game. This means that in 
such a system no change can be generated from within. 

7·21 
What could the players have done to prevent their dilemma? 

Three possibilities offer themselves. 
(1) The players, anticipating the possible need for communications 

about the game once the game has started, could have agreed that 
they would play it in English but would use French for their meta
communications. Any statement in French, such as the proposal 
to stop playing, would therefore dearly remain outside the body 
of those messages that are subject to the rule of inversion of mean
ing, that is, outside the game itself. This would constitute a per
fectly effective decision procedure for this game. In actual human. 
communication, however, it would be inapplicable, since there does 
not exist a metalanguage that is used only for communications about 
communication. Indeed, behavior and, more narrowly, natural lan
guage are used for communications both at the object and at the 
metalanguage level, and this results in some of the problems we are 
describing (s. 1.5). 

(2) The players could have agreed beforehand on a t1nlelimit 
after which they would revert to their normal mode of communi
cating. It is noteworthy that this solution, although impracticable 
in actual human communication, entails recourse to an outside 
factor-time-which is not caught up in their game. 

(3) This leads to the third possibility, which seems to be the 
only generally effective procedure and has the additional advan
tage that it can be resorted to after the game has started: the play
ers could take their dilemma to a third person with /wflom they 
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have both maintained their normal mode of communication and 
have him rule that the game is over. 

The therapeutic quality of the mediator's intervention may be
come dearer by comparison with another example of a game with
out end in which, by the nature of the situation, there exists no 
mediator whose intervention could be invoked. 

The constitution of an imaginary country guarantees the right 
of unlimited parliamentary debate. This rule is quickly found to 
be impractical. for any party can prevent any decision from being 
reached by simply engaging in endless speeches. An amendment 
of the constitution is obviously necessary. but the adoption of the 
amendment itself is subject to the same right of unlimited debate 
that it is supposed to amend. and can. therefore, be delayed in
definitely by unlimited debate. This country's government ma
chinery is consequently paralyzed and unable to produce a change 
of its own rules, for it is caught in a game without end. 

In this case there obviously exists no mediator who would stand 
outside the rules of the game embodied in tbe constitution. The 
only change that can conceivably be brought about is a violent 
one, a revolution through which one party gains power over the 
others and imposes a new constitution. The equivalent of such a 
violent change in the area of relationships between individuals 
caught in a game without end would be separation. suicide, or 
homicide. As we have seen in Chapter 5. a less violent variation 
of this theme is Georg!,!'s "killing" of the imaginary son, which 
destroys the old rules of his and Martha's marriage game. 

7·22 
In our view this third possibility (of outside intervention) is a 

paradigm of psychotherapeutic intervention. In other words, the 
therapist as outsider is capable of supplying what the system itself 
cannot generate: a change of its own rules. For instance. in the 
example presented in s. 6.445 the couple were caught in a game 
without end, the basic rule of which was set by the husband's 
claim of absolute trustworthiness and the wife's absolute acceptance 
of this self-definition. In this relationship game an irreversible 
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paradox arose the moment the husband promised to be untrust
worthy (unfaithful). The irreversibility of the situation lies in 
the fact that, like any other game without end, this one was gov
erned by rules but lacked metarules for the change of its rules. One 
could say that the essence of psychotherapeutic intervention in 
such a case consists of the formation of a new, enlarged system 
(husband, wife, and therapist), in which it is not only possible to 
look at the old system (the marital dyad) from the outside, but 
for the therapist to use the power of paraaox for amelioration; 
the therapist can impose on this new relationship game such rules 
as are appropriate for his therapeutic purposes.s 

7.3 

Prescribing the Symptom 

7.31 

Therapeutic communication, then, must necessarily transcend 
such counsel as is customarily but ineffectually given by the pro
tagonists themselves, as well as their friends and relatives. Pre
scriptions such as "Be nice 10 each other," "Don't get in trouble 
with the police," and the like can hardly qualify as therapeutic:, 
although they naively define the desired change. These messages 
are based on the assumption that "with a little will power" things 
could be changed and that it is, therefore, up to the person or 
persons concerned to choose between health and misery. Yet this 
assumption is nothing but an illusion of alternatives, at least in------..... ~ 

• However, it is our experience and that of many others working in this field 
that successful therapeutic intervention is subject to an important time factor. 
It seems to be in the nature of human relationships that the therapist has a 
:rather limited period of grace in which to accomplish his goal. Relatively soon 
the new system itself consolidates to the point where the therapist is almost 
inextricably caught in it and from then on is much less able to produce change 
than at the very start of the treatment. This is especially true of families con· 
taining a schizophrenic member; their power of "absorption" of anything 
threatening their rigid stability (the chaotic surface manifestations notwith· 
standing) is truly impressive. Typically. and quite appropriately. a therapist 
consults another therapist whenever he feels he has been caught up in the 
game with his patient or patients. Only by taking this problem~,~nother 
therapist is he able to step outside the frame in which he is caught. 
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sofar as the patient can at all times reject it by the unassailable 
retort: "I can't help it." Bona fide patients-by which we simply 
mean pt'rsons who are not deliberately simulating-usually have 
tried and failed in all kinds of self-discipline and exercises in will 
power long before they revealed their distress to others and were 
told to "pull themselves together." It is in the essence of a symptom 
that it is something unwilled and therefore autonomous. But this 
is simply another way of saying that a symptom is a piece of spon
taneous behavior, so spontaneous indeed that even the patient 
himself experiences it as something uncontrollable. It is this oscil
lation between spontaneity and coercion that makes the symptom 
paradoxical, both in the patient's experience and in its effect on 
others. 

If one person wants to influence another person's behavior, 
there are basically only two ways of doing it. The first consists 
of trying to make the other behave differently. This approach, as 
we have just seen, fails with symptoms because the patient has no 
deliberate control over this behavior. The other approach (exam
ples of which are given in s. 7.5) consists in making him behave as 
he is already behaving. In the light of the foregoing, this amounts 
to a "be spontaneous" paradox. If someone is asked to engage in a 
specific type of behavior which is seen as spontaneous, then he 
cannot be spontaneous any more, because the demand makes spon
taneity impossible.4 By the same token, if a therapist instructs a 
patient to perform his srmptom, he is demanding spontaneous 
behavior and by this paradoxical injunction imposes on his pa
tient a behavioral change. The symptomatic behavior is no longer 
spontaneous; by subjecting himself to the therapist's injunction 
the patient has stepped outside the frame of his symptomatic game 
without end, which up to that moment had no metarules for the 

• The inescapable effect of this kind of communication can easily be tested. If 
P remarks to 0: "The way you sit there in that chair looks extremely relaxed" 
and keeps looking at 0, he has not even prescribed but merely described O's 
behavior, yet 0 will probably feel immediately uneasy and cramped, and will 
have to shift from the posture described to regain a feeling of comfort and 
relaxation. And there is the fable of the cockroach who asked the centipede 
how he managed to move his hundred legs with such elegant ease and perfect 
co-ordination. From that moment on, the centipede could not walk any more. 
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change of its own rules. Something done "because I can't help it" 
and the same behavior engaged in "because my therapist told me 
to" could not be more different. 

7·32 

The technique of prescribing the symptom (as a double-binding 
technique for its removal) seems to stand in sharp contradiction to 
those tenets of psychoanalytically oriented psychotherapy that 
proscribe direct interference with symptoms. However, in recent 
years much evidence has been accumulated in support of the pro
position that if only the symptom is removed, no dire consequences 
will follow-depending, of course, on how the symptomatic be
havior is approached.5 While there can be no doubt that, for in
stance, an anorexia patient who is forcibly fed may become depres
sive and suicidal, this is not the kind of therapeutic intervention 
we are describing here. Moreover, it should be borne in mind that 
one's expectations about the outcome of an intervention depend 
on one's philosophy of therapy. The so-called behavior therapists 
(Wolpe, Eysenck, Lazarus, et ai.), for instance, apply learning rather 
than psychoanalytic theory to emotional disturbances and there
fore worry very little about possible ill effects of purely sympto
matic treatment. Their claim that symptom removal does not pro
duce new and worse symptoms and that their patients do not turn 
suicidal must by now be taken seriously. Likewise, if a patient is 
instructed to perform his symptom and in the process of doing so 
finds that he can get rid of it, this, in our opinion, is virtually 
equivalent to the result of "insight" in classical psychoanmysIS, al
though no insight whatsoever seems to be gained. But even in real 
life, the ever-present phenomenon of change is rarely accompanied 
by "insight"; more often than not one changes and knows not why. 
We would even go so far as to suggest that, from a communica
tional viewpoint, probably most traditional forms of psychotherapy 
are far more symptom-oriented than would appear on the sur
face. The therapist who consistently, deliberately disregards the 

• One way not to approach symptomatic behavior would be to bring about 
change in only one person involved in a close relationship (see s. 7.33). 
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patient's complaints about his symptom is signaling, in a more or 
less ov~rt way, that for the time being it is all right to have the 
symptom and all that matters is what is "behind" it. This per
missive attitude vis-a-vis the symptom is probably given far too 
little attention as a curative factor. 

7·33 
There is, however, one important issue that our system-oriented, 

interactional perspective of psychopathology forces us to take up 
with the behavior therapists and that, in a wider sense, corrobo
rates the psychodynamic caveat against purely symptomatic relief. 
While we are convinced of the effectiveness of behavior (decon
ditioning) therapy as far as the patient as a monad is concerned, 
we miss both in the theory as well as in the reported case histories 
any reference to the interactional effect of the patient's often very 
drastic improvement. In our experience (s. 4.44; 4.443) such a 
change is more often than not accompanied by the appearance of a 
new problem or the exacerbation of an existing condition in 
another family member. From the behavior therapy literature one 
gets the impression that the therapist (concerned as he is only with 
his individual patient) would not see any reciprocal connection be
tween these two phenomena and would, if called upon, consider 
the new problem again in monadic isolation. 

7·34 
The technique of prescribing the symptom has probably been 

used by intuitive psychiatrists for a long time. To the best of our 
knowledge it was introduced into the literature by Dunlap (;9, 
40) in 1928 in a passage dealing with negative suggestion. Although 
he describes it only briefly, his method consists of telling a patient 
that he (the patient) could not do something in order to motivate 
him to do it. Frankl (46, 47) refers to this intervention as "para
doxical intention," but gives no rationale for its effectiveness. In 
the psychotherapy of schizophrenia, the same technique is an im
portant tactic of Rosen's direct analysis (I29). He refers to it as 
"reductio ad absurdum" or "re-enacting the psychosis"; a detailed 
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description of his technique can be found in Schefien's extensive 
evaluation (I37). The term "prescribing the symptom" was first 
introduced in the work of the Bateson "Family Therapy in Schizo
phrenia" project. This group explicitly clarified the paradoxical, 
double-binding nature of this technique. For instance, Haley (60, 
pp. 20--59) has shown that this kind of paradoxical injunctions 
plays an essential role in virtually all techniques of trance induc
tion, and gives many examples of its use in hypnotherapy from 
both his observation of Milton Erickson's technique and his own 
experiences with it. Jackson has written on the application of this 
method especially with paranoid patients (7I, 72, 77), and this work 
will be described in greater detail later in this chapter. In an 
earlier paper, Jackson and Weakland (75) discuss such techniques 
in family therapy. 

7.4 

Therapeutic Double Binds 

Prescribing the symptom is only one form of many different 
paradoxical interventions that can be subsumed under the term 
therapeutic double binds; they in turn are of course only one 
class of therapeutic communications, and there are many other 
approaches that have traditionally been used in psychotherapy. If 
in this chapter we concentrate on paradoxical communkations as 
curative factors, it is because from a communication point of view 
they are the most complex and powerful interventions known to 
us and because it is difficult to imagine that symptomatic1tOuble 
binds can be broken by anything other than counter double binds, 
or games without end terminated by anything of less complexity 
than a countergame (I55J. Similia similibus curantur-in other 
words, what has been found to drive people crazy must ultimately 
be useful in driving them sane. This does not deny the overwhel
ing importance of the therapist's human attitude toward his pa
tients or that firmness, understanding, sincerity, warmth, and com
passion have no place in this context, nor does it imply that all 
that matters are ploys, games, and tactics. Psychotherapy would 
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be u~hinkable without these qualities in the therapist, and it will 
be seen in subsequent examples that more traditional technique. 
of explanation and understanding often work hand in hand with 
double-binding interventions. What is being suggested, however, 
is that these qualities alone are not enough to deal with the para
doxical complexities of disturbed interaction. 

Structurally, a therapeutic double bind is the mirror image of a 
patllogenic one (d. s. 6.431). 

(1) It presupposes an intense relationship, in this case, the psy
chotherapeutic situation, which has a high degree of survival value 
and of expectation for the patient. 

(2) In this context, an injunction is given which is so structured 
that it (a) reinforces the behavior the patient expects to be changed, 
(b) implies that this reinforcement is the vehicle of change, and 
(c) thereby creates paradox because the patient is told to change 
by remaining unchanged. He is put into an untenable situation 
with regard to his pathology. If he complies, he no longer "can't 
help it"; he does "it," and this, as we have tried to show, makes 
"it" impossible, which is the purpose of therapy. If he resists the 
injunction, he can do so only by not behaving symptomatically, 
which is the purpose of therapy. If in a pathogenic double bind 
the patient is "damned if he does and damned if he doesn't," in 
a therapeutic double bind he is "changed if he does and changed 
if he doesn't." 

(3) The therapeutic situation prevents the patient from with
drawing or otherwis'e dissolving the paradox by commenting on 
it.6 Therefore, even though the injunction is logically absurd, it is 
a pragmatic reality: the patient cannot not react to it, but neither 
can he react to it in his usual, symptomatic way. 

The following examples are aimed at showing how a therapeu
tic double bind always forces the patient to step outside the frame 
set by his dilemma. This is the step which he cannot make by him
self, but which becomes possible when the original system is ex-

• This may not seem very convincing, but in actual fact it is extraordinarily 
rare to find a patient who would not accept even the most absurd injunctions 
(e.g., "I want you to increase your pain") without much questioning. 
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panded-either from an individual and his symptom, or from two 
or more persons and their game without end (but most frequently 
a combination of both)-into a larger system that now includes an 
expert outsider. This not only makes it possible for everyone con
cerned to look at the old system from the outside, but also permits 
the introduction of metarules that the old system was unable to 
generate from within itself. 

So much for the theoretical aspects of therapeutic double binds. 
Their practical application is a much more thorny subject. May 
it suffice to say here that the choice of the appropriate paradoxical 
injunction is extremely difficult and that, if the slightest loophole 
is left, the patient will usually have little difficulty in spotting it 
and thereby escaping the supposedly untenable situation planned 
by the therapist. 

7.5 

Examples of Therapeutic Double Binds 

The following collection of examples is not claimed to be espe
cially representative, nor more illustrative than those which can 
be found in the references cited in s. 7.34. They should, however, 
show some of the possible applications of this therapeutic tech
nique, drawing the instances from both individual and conjoint 
treatments and involving a variety of diagnostic entities. 

Example I: In the discussion of the double bind theory it has 
already been suggested that the paranoid patient will often extend 
his scanning for meaning to totally peripheral and un~d phe
nomena, since correct perception of, and commenting upon, the 
central issue (the paradox) has been made impossible for him. In
deed, what is so striking about paranoid behavior is extreme sus
piciousness, coupled with virtual inability to put these suspicions 
to a definitive test that would resolve them one way or the other. 
Thus while the patient appears aloof and all-knowing, he suffers 
from huge gaps in living experience, and the ever-present injunc
tion against correct perception has a twofold effect: it prevents him 
from filling these gaps with the appropriate information, and it 
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str~gthens his suspicions. Basing himself on the concept of para
doxical communications, Jackson (72, 77) has described a specific 
technique for interacting with paranoid patients, referred to sim
ply as teaching the patient to be more suspicious. Two of the ex
amples given are the following. 

(a) A patient expressed his fear that somebody had installed a 
hidden microphone in the therapist's office. Rather than trying to 
interpret this suspicion, the therapist became "appropriately" con
cerned and put the patient into a therapeutic double bind by 
suggesting that together they make a thorou~h search of the office 
before proceeding with the session. This left the patient with an 
illusion of alternatives: he could accept the search or dismiss the 
paranoid idea. He chose the former alternative, and as the search 
painstakingly got under way. he became increasingly unsure and 
embarrassed about his suspicion; but the therapist would not let 
the matter rest until every nook and cranny of the office had been 
explored by them together. The patient then plunged into a mean
ingful description of his marriage, and it turned out that in this 
area he had good reasons to be suspicious. However, by focusing 
on a suspicion that was unrelated to the real problem. he had ren
dered himself unable to do anything useful about his concerns and 
doubts. If, on the other hand. the patient had re.jected the thera
pist's csuggestions to search the office, he would himself have im
pJicidy disqualified his suspicion, or labeled it as an idea that was 
not worth taking. seriously. In either case the therapeutic function 
of doubt could shift to the appropriate context. 

(b) A clinical demonstration to psychiatric residents was to show 
techniques of establishing rapport with withdrawn schizophrenics. 
One of the patients was a tall, bearded young man who considered 
himself to be God and who kept completely aloof from other pa
tients and the staff. Upon entering the lecture room, he deliberately 
placed his chair some twenty feet from the therapist and ignored 
any questions or remarks. The therapist then told him that this 
idea of being God was a dangerous one, for the patient could 
easily be lulled by it into a false sense of omniscience and omnipo
tence and therefore would neglect to be on his guard and con-
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stantly check what was going on around him. He made clear that 
if the patient wanted to take this kind of chance, this would be 
exclusively his problem, and if he wanted to be treated as if he 
were God, the therapist would go along with this. During this 
structuring of the double bind the patient became increasingly 
nervous and at the same time interested in what was going on. The 
interviewer then took the ward key from his pocket, knelt in front 
of the patient and offered the key to him, stating that since the 
patient was God, he did not need the key, but if he were God, he 
would be more deserving of the key t,han the doctor. No sooner had 
the interviewer returned to his desk than the patient grabbed up his 
chair and pulled it to within two feet of the interviewer. Leaning 
forward, he said earnestly and with genuine concern, "Man, one 
of the two of us is certainly crazy." 

Example 2: Not only the psychoanalytic but more generally most 
psychotherapeutic settings are rich in implicit double binds. The 
paradoxical nature of psychoanalysis was realized by one of Freud's 
earliest collaborators, Hans Sachs, who is credited with saying that 
an analysis terminates when the patient realizes that it could go 
on forever, a statement strangely reminiscent of the Zen Buddhist 
tenet that enlightenment comes when the pupil realizes that there 
is no secret, no ultimate answer, and therefore no point in con
tinuing to ask questions. For an extensive treatment of this subject, 
the reader is referred to Jackson and Haley (76), whose study will 
be summarized here very briefly. 

Traditionally, it is assumed that in the transference situation 
the patient "regresses" to earlier, "inappropriate" patternsof1>e
havior. Jackson and Haley again took the converse approach and 
asked themselves: what would be appropriate behavior in the psy
choanalytic situation? In this view, it seems that the only mature 
reaction to the whole ritual of couch, free associations, imposed 
spontaneity, fees, strict time schedule, etc., would be to reject the 
entire situation. But this is exactly what the patient, who is in 
need of help, cannot do. The stage is thus set for a very peculiar 
communicational context. Some of the more outstanding para
doxes involved in it are the following. 
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(;t) The patient expects the analyst to be an expert who will, of 
course, tell him what to do. The analyst responds by putting the 
patient in charge, making him responsible for the course of the 
treatment, demanding spontaneity at the same time he sets rules 
that completely circumscribe the patient's behavior. The patient 
is in effect told "Be spontaneous." 

(b) No matter what the patient does in this situation, he will be 
faced with a paradoxical response. If he points out that he is not 
improving, he is told that this is due to his resistance, but that it 
is good because it affords a better opportunity to understand his 
problem. If he states that he believes he is improving, he is told 
that he is again resisting treatment by trying to escape into health 
before his real problem has been analyzed. 

(c) The patient is in a situation where he cannot behave in an 
adult way, yet when he does not, the analyst interprets his child
like behavior as a carryover from childhood and therefore inap
propriate. 

(d) A further paradox resides in the very tricky question of 
whether the analytic relationship is a compulsory or a voluntary 
one. On the one hand the patient is constantly told that his rela
tionship is ayoluntary and, therefore, symmetrical one. Yet if the 
patient is late, or misses a session, or otherwise violates any of the 
rules, it becomes obvious that the relationship is a compulsory, 
complementary one, with the analyst in the one-up position. 

(e) The analyst's one-up position becomes esp~cially obvious 
whenever the concept of the unconscious is invoked. If the patient 
rejects an interpretation the analyst can always explain that he is 
pointing to something that the patient must by definition be un
aware of, because it is unconscious. If, on the other hand, the pa
tient tries to claim unconsciousness for something, the analyst can 
reject this by saying that if it were unconscious the patient could 
not refer to it.7 

From the above it will be seen that regardless what else the 
analyst does to bring about change, the situation itself is virtually 

• To point out its interpersonal implications is not to deny the existence 
of the unconscious, nor the usefulness of the concept (cf. s. 1.62). 
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one complex therapeutic double bind in which the patient is 
"changed if he does and changed if he doesn't." It will also be 
seen that this is not only true of the strictly psychoanalytic treat
ment situation, but of psychotherapy in the wider sense. 

Example 3: Doctors are supposed to cure. From an interactional 
point of view this places them in a very curious position: they oc
cupy the complementary one-up position in the doctor-patient re
lationship as long as their treatment is successful. On the other 
hand, when their efforts fail the positions are reversed; the nature 
of the doctor-patient relationship is then dominated by the in
tractability of the patient's condition, and the physician finds 
himself in the one-down position. He is then likely to be double
bound by those patients who for often very recondite reasons 
cannot accept a change for the better or for whom it is more im
portant to be one-up on any partner in a relationship, including 
the physician, regardless of the pain and discomfort this may pro
duce for themselves. In either case it is as if these patients com
municated through their symptoms: "Help me, but I will not let 
you." 

Such a patient, a middle-aged woman, was referred to a psychia
trist because of persistent, incapacitating headaches. The pains had 
started shortly after she sustained an occipital injury in an acci
dent. This injury had cleared up without complications, and ex
haustive medical examinations had failed to reveal anything that 
could account for her headaches. The patient had been adequately 
compensated by an insurance company, and no court action or 
further claims were pending. Prior to her referral to the psycnia
trist, she had been examined and treated by a number of special
ists in a large clinic. In the course of these consultations she had 
accumulated an impressively voluminous file and had become a 
source of considerable professional frustration to these doctors. 

Upon studying her case, the psychiatrist realized that with this 
history of medical "failures" any implication that psychotherapy 
might help would doom such treatment from the very start. He 
therefore began by informing the patient that from the results 
of all the previous examinations and in view of the fact that no 
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tre~ment had given her the slightest relief, there could be no 
doubt that her conditiQn was irreversible. As a result of this re
grettable fact, the only thing that he could do for her was to help 
her to learn how to live with her pain. The patient seemed more 
angry than upset about this explanation and inquired rather 
pointedly if this was all psychiatry had to offer. The psychiatrist 
countered this by waving her weighty case history in the air, and 
repeated that in the face of this evidence there simply was no hope 
for any improvement and that she would have to learn to resign 
herself to this fact. When the patient returned for her second in
terview a week later, she announced that in the meantime she had 
suffered much less from her headaches. At this the psychiatrist 
showed great concern; he criticized himself for not having warned 
her beforehand of the possibility of such a temporary, purely sub~ 
jective lessening of the pain, and expressed his fe~r that the pain 
would now unavoidably return in its old intensity, and she would 
be even more miserable for having placed an unrealistic hope in a 
merely temporary lessening of her pain perception. He again pro
duced her case history, pointed to its exhaustiveness and repeated 
that the sooner she abandoned any hope of improvement, the 
sooner she would learn to live with her condition. From this point 
on her psychotherapy took a rather stormy turn, with the psychia
trist becoming more and more skeptical about his usefulness to her 
because she would not accept the "irreversibility of her condition," 
and, the patient angrily, and impatiently claiming constant im
provement. Large portions of the interview time between these 
rounds of the game, however, could be used for an exploration of 
other significant aspects of this woman's interpersonal relations, 
and she eventually left treatment, greatly improved, on her own 
decision, having obviously realized that her game with the psy
chiatrist could go on forever. 

Example 4: Psychogenic pain cases like the above are usually 
particularly amenable to brief psychotherapy based on paradoxical 
communication. The imposition of a therapeutic double bind can 
often begin with the very first contact, often even the telephone 
request by a new patient for an appointment. If the therapist can 
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be reasonably certain of the psychogenicity of the complaint (as he 
may be, for instance. from prior discussion with the referring 
physician), he may warn the caller that not infrequently people feel 
a marked improvement before they report for their first interview, 
but that this improvement is purely momentary and that no hope 
should be placed in it. If the patient does not feel any improve
ment by the time he comes for his first appointment, no harm is 
done, and the patient will appreciate the therapist's concern and 
foresight. But if he does feel better, the stage is set for further 
structuring of the therapeutic double bind. The next step to be 
taken may be the explanation that psychotherapy cannot alleviate 
the pain, but that the patient himself can usually "shift the pain in 
time" and "telescope its intensity." The patient is, for instance, 
asked to name a two-hour period every day during which it would 
be least inconvenient for him to feel more pain. He is then told 
to increase his pain during these two hours, the silent implication 
being that he would feel better during the rest of the day. The ex
traordinary thing about this is that patients usually manage to 
feel worse at the time selected, as suggested, and by going through 
this experience they cannot fail to realize that somehow they have 
control over their pain. At no time, of course, does the therapist 
suggest that they should try to feel better; rather, he maintains the 
same skeptical attitude toward improvement as explained in Exam
ple 3. For numerous further examples of this paradoxical tech
nique, involving insomnia, bed-wetting, tics, and a variety of other 
conditions, d. Haley (60, pp. 41-59). 

Example 5: A young college student was in danger of flu:aking 
because she was unable to get out of bed in time to attend her 
eight o'clock classes. No matter how she tried, she found it impos
sible to be in class before ten. The therapist told her that this 
problem could be taken care of in a fairly simple though un
pleasant fashion, and that he was sure that she would not co
operate in this. This prompted the girl (who was quite worried 
about her immediate future and had developed a reasonable 
amount of trust in the therapist during the preceding interviews) 
to promise that she would go along with anything he told her to 
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do. ~e was then told to set her alarm clock for seven o'clock. The 
following morning. when the alarm went off, she would find her
self faced whh two alternatives: she could either get up. have 
breakfast, and be in class by eight, in which case nothing further 
was to be done about the whole matter; or she could stay in bed. 
as usual. In the latter case. however, she would not be allowed to 
get up shortly before ten, as she used to, but she would have to 
reset the alarm to eleven A.M. and stay in bed on this and on the fol
lowing morning until it went off. For these two mornings, she 
would not be allowed to read. write. listen to the radio or do any
thing else except to sleep or just lie in bed; after eleven she could 
do whatever she wanted. On the evening of the second day she 
was to set ,the alarm again'for seven A.M.} and if she was again un
able to get up when it rang. she would again have to stay in bed 
until eleven on that and the following morning, and so on. Fi
nally, he completed the double bind by telling her that if she did 
not live up to the terms of this agreement, which she had accepted 
of her own free will, he would no longer be of any use to her as 
her therapist and would, therefore, have to discontinue the treat
ment. The girl was delighted with this apparently pleasant instruc
tion. When she came back for her next session three days later, 
she reported that she had as usual been unable to get up in time 
the first morning, that she had stayed in bed until eleven as in
structed, but that this enforced bed rest (and especially the time 
from ten to eleven) had' 'Qeen almost unbearably boring. The sec
ond morning had been been even worse, and she was totally un
able to sleep a minute longer than seven even though the alarm 
did not, of course, go off until eleven. From then on she attended 
her morning classes, and only then was it possible to enter into 
an exploration of the reasons that seemingly made it compulsory for 
her to fail in college. 

Example 6: The conjoint psychotherapy of a family, composed 
of the parents and two daughters (ages seventeen and fifteen), 
had progressed to the point where a long-standing relationship 
problem of the parents began to emerge. At this point there was a 
marked change in the behavior of the older girl. She began to 
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argue and to sidetrack -the discussions in every conceivable man
ner. Any attempts by the father to control her remained ineffectual, 
and the girl eventually told the therapist that she would not co
operate in therapy any more in any way. The therapist countered 
this by telling her that her anxiety was understandable and that he 
wanted her to be as disruptive and unco-operative as possible. By 
this simple injunction he put her into an untenable situation: if 
she continued to disrupt the course of the therapy, she was co
operating and this she was determined not to do; ,but if she 
wanted to disobey the injunction she could do so only by not being 
disruptive and unco-operative, and this would make it possible to 
continue the therapy undisturbed. She could, of course, have re
fused to continue coming to the sessions, but the therapist had 
blocked this escape by implying that she would then be the sole 
subject of the family discussion, a prospect which he knew she 
simply could not face. 

Example 7: The drinking husband or wife usually maintains a 
rather stereotyped communication pattern with the other spouse. 
For the sake of simplicity we will in the following assume that the 
husband is the drinker, but the roles could be reversed without 
significant change in the over-all pattern. 

The primary difficulty is often a discrepancy in the punctuation 
of the sequence of events. The husband, for instance, may state 
that his wife is very controlling and that he feels a little more like 
a man only after a few drinks. The wife quickly counters this by 
stating that she would gladly relinquish command if he would 
only show a little more responsibility, but since he gets drunk ~ 
evening she is forced into taking care of him. She may go on to 
say that if it were not for her, the husband could on numerous 
occasions have set the house on fire by falling asleep in bed with 
a burning cigarette; he probably then retorts that he would never 
dream of taking this risk if he were still a bachelor. Perhaps he may 
add that this is a good example of her emasculating influence on him. 
In any case, after a few rounds of this, their game without end be
comes quite obvious to the uninvolved outsider. Behind their 
faf?,de of discontent, frustrations and accusations, they are con-
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firming ~ch other by means of a quid pro quo (7): he by enabling 
her to be sober, reasonable, and protective, and she by making it 
possible for him to be irresponsible, childish, and, generally, a 
misunderstood failure. 

One of the possible therapeutic double binds that could be im
posed on such a couple would consist of instructing them to drink 
toge!.her, but with the added condition that the wife is always to 
be one drink ahead of her husband. The introduction of this new 
rule into their interaction virtually wrecks the old pattern. First 
of all, drinking is now a task and no longer something that he "can
not help doing." Second, they both have to watch the number of 
their drinks constantly. Third, the wife who is usually a very 
moderate drinker if she drinks at all, quickly reaches a degree of in
toxication which requires him to take care of her. This is not only 
a total reversal of !.heir habitual roles, but it places· him in an 
untenable position wi!.h regard to his drinking: if he lives up to 
the terms of the therapist's instruction, he must now stop drink
ing or force more drinks on her, at the risk of making her sick, 
more helpless, etc. If, when his wife can drink no more, he wants 
to breat the rule (that she must remain one drink ahead of him) 
'by continuing to drink alone, he is faced with the unfamiliar 
situation of being deprived of his guardian angel, and even being 
responsible for both himself and her. (We are, of course, not im
plying that it is a simple matter to get a couple to co-operate with 
such a prescription, nor that this intervention is by itself a "cure" 
for alcoholism.) 

Example 8: A couple seeks help because they feel they are argu
ing too much. Rather than concentrating his attention on an analy
sis of their conflicts, the therapist. redehnes their quarrels by tell
ing them that they are really in love, and the more they argue the 
more they are in love because they care enough to be at each other 
and because fighting the way they fight presupposes a deep emo
tional involvement. No matter how ridiculous the couple may 
consider this interpretation-or precisely because it is so ridiculous 
to them-they will set about to prove to the therapist how wrong 
he is. This can best be done by stopping their arguing, just to show 
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that they are not in love. But the moment they stop arguing, they 
find that they are getting along much better. 

Example 9: That the therapeutic effect of paradoxical communi
cation is by no means a recent discovery is shown by the following 
Zen story that contains all the ingredients of a therapeutic double 
bind: 

A young wife fell sick and was about to die. "I love 
you so much," she told her husband. "I do not want 
to leave you. Do not go from me to any other woman. 
1£ you do, I will return as a ghost and cause you end
less trouble." 

Soon the wife passed away. The husband respected 
her last wish for the first three months, but then he 
met another woman and fell in love with her. They 
became engaged to be married. 

Immediately after the engagement, a ghost ap
peared every night to the man, blaming him for not 
keeping his promise. The ghost was clever, too. She 
told him exactly what had transpired between him
self and his new sweetheart. Whenever he gave his 
fiancee a present, the ghost would describe it in de
tail. She would even repeat conversations, and it so . 
annoyed the man that he could not sleep. Someone 
advised him to take his problem to a Zen master who 
lived close to the village. At length, in despair, the 
poor man went to him for help. 

"Your former wife became a ghost and knows 
everything you do," commented the master. "What
ever you do or say, whatever you give your beloved, 
she knows. She must be a very wise ghost. Really, you 
should admire such a ghost. The next time she ap
pears, bargain with her. Tell her she knows so much 
you can hide nothing from her, and that if she will 
answer you one question, you promise to break your 
engagement and remain single." 
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"What is the question I must ask her?" inquired 
the man. 

The master replied, "Take a large handful of soy 
beans and ask her exactly how many beans you hold 
in your hand. If she cannot tell you, you will know 
she is only a figment of your imagination and will 
trouble you no longer." 

The next night when the ghost appeared, the man 
flattered her and told her that she knew everything. 

"Indeed," replied the ghost, "and I know you went 
to see that Zen master today." 

"And since you know so much," demanded the 
man. "tell me how many beans I hold in this hand." 

There was no longer any ghost to answer the ques
tion. (IJI, p. 82) 

7.6 

Paradox in Play, Humor, and Creativity 

Why organisms. from the invertebrates to humans, should be 
so susceptible to the effects of paradox is still mostly unclear. but 
it is evident that these effects go far beyond merely cultural or 
species-specific factors. As this chapter has attempted to show, ad· 
ditional complexity occurs at the human level because of the fact 
that paradox can be therapeutic and not only pathogenic. But 
this by no means exhausts the positive aspects of paradox, for 
it can be seen that many of the noblest pursuits and achievements 
of the human mind are intimately linked with man's ability to 
experience paradox. Fantasy, play, humor, love. symbolism, reli
gious experience in the widest sense (from ritual to mysticism), 
and above all creativity, in both the arts and the sciences, appear to 
be essentially paradoxical. 

However, these areas are so vast and extend so far beyond the 
scope of this book that only the barest hints and references will here 
be given. The outline of a theory of play and fantasy based on the 
theory of logical types (and paradoxes thereof) was offered by 
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Bateson in 1954. Reporting on observations at the Fleishacker Zoo 
in San Francisco, he mentions that he 

saw two young monkeys playing, i.e., engaged in an 
interactive sequence of which the unit actions or 
signals were similar to but not the same as those of 
combat. It was evident, even to the human observer, 
that the sequence as a whole was not combat, and 
evident to the human observer that to the participant 
monkeys this was "not combat." 

Now, this phenomenon, play, could only occur if 
the participant organisms were capable of some de
gree of meta-communication, i.e., of exchanging sig
nals which would carry the message "this is play." 

The next step was the examination of the message 
"this is play," and the realization that this message con
tains those elements which necessarily generate a para
dox of the Russellian or Epimenides type-a negative 
statement containing an implicit negative meta-state
ment. Expanded, the statement "this is play" looks 
something like this: "These actions in which we now 
engage do not denote what those actions for which they 
stand would denote." (8, p. 41) 

Fry, one of Bateson's associates, applied this perspective to the 
phenomenon of humor and in an extensive study of many forms 
of jokes, summarizes his findings as follows: 

During the unfolding of humor, one is suddenlr 
confronted by an explicit-implicit reversal when the 
punch line is delivered. The reversal helps distinguish 
humor from play, dreams, etc. Sudden reversals such 
as characterize the punch line moment in humor are 
disruptive and foreign to play, etc. (Only in psycho
therapy is this sort of reversal operation compatible 
with the general structure of the experience.) But 
the reversal also has the unique effect of forcing upon 
the humor participants an internal redefining of re-
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ality. Inescapably. the punch line combines com
munication and metacommunication. One receives 
the explicit communication of the punch line. Also, 
on a higher level of abstraction, the punch line car
ries an implicit metacommunication about itself and 
about reality as exemplified by the joke. . . . this 
implicit-now-explicit punch-line material becomes a 
metacommunicative message regarding the joke con
tent in general (as a sample of communication). In 
this reversal of content, what seems to be reality can 
be presented in terms of what seems to be unreality. 
Content communicates the message "This is unreal," 
and in so doing makes reference to the whole of which 
it is a part. We are thus again confronted with the 
paradox of the negative part defining the whol~. Real 
is unreal, and unreal is real. The punch line precipi
tates internal paradox specific to the joke content, 
and stimulates a reverberation of the paradox gene
rated by the surrounding play frame. (;JJ pp. 153-4) 

7.6 

Creativity, finally, has been the subject of many significant 
studies of which one of the most recent is The Act of Creation by 
Koestler. In this monumental work it is proposed that humor and 
sde~ltific discovery as well as artistic creation are the result of a 
mental process termed bisociation. Bisociation is defined as "the 
perceiving of a situation or idea . . . in two self-consistent but 
habitually incompatible frames of reference ... " (87, p. 35). The 
author makes a distinction 

between the routine skills of thinking on a single 
"plane:' as it were, and the creative act, which . . . 
always operates on more than one plane. The former 
may be called single-minded, the latter a double
minded, transitory state of unstable equilibrium 
where the balance of both emotion and thought is 
disturbed. (87, pp. 35-6) 
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Although nowhere in his book does the author consider the pos
sibility that bisociation may have the structure of paradox (that is, 
that the "two self-consistent, but habitually incompatible frames 01 
reference" may stand to each other in a relation of level and meta
level), his view of creativity has many affinities to the hypotheses re
ported or set forth by us in the area of pathology and therapy. Com
pare, for instance, a partial summary offered by Koestler in one of 
his concluding chapters. 

One of the main contentions of this book is that or
ganic life, in all its manifestations, from morphogene
sis to symbolic thought, is governed by "rules of the 
game" which lend it coherence, order, and unity-in
variety; and that these rules (or functions in the 
mathematical sense), whether innate or acquired, are 
represented in coded form on variom levels, from the 
chromosomes to the structure in the nervous system 
responsible for symbolic thought. . . . The rules are 
fixed, but there are endless variations to each game, 
their variability increasing in ascending order. . . . 
There is also an overall-rule of the game, which says 
that no rule is absolutely final; that under certain 
circumstances they may be altered and combined into 
a more sophisticated game, which provides a higher 
form of unity and yet increased variety; this is called 
the subject's creative potential. (87, p. 631) 

Bearing in mind the encyclopedic sweep of the author'~i.tu:esti
gation, one can only regret but not criticize the fact that he did 
not extend it beyond the limits of the individual as a monad. 



Epilogue 

Existentialism and the Theory of Human 

Communication: An Outlook 

8.1 

It is not the things themselves 
which trouble us, but the opinions 
which we have about these things. 
-Epictetus (1St century A.D.) 

We. have in the foregoing considered individuals in their social 
nexus-in their interaction with other human beings-and we 
have seen that the vehicle of this interaction is communication. 
This mayor may not be the extent to which a theory of human 
communication should be applied. In any case, it seems· obvious 
to us that to view man only as a "social animal" would fail to 
account (or man in his existential nexus, of which his social in
volvement is only one, although a very important, aspect. 

The question then arises whether any of the principles of our 
theory of the pragmatics of human communication can be of any 
use when the focus is shifted from the interpersonal to the ex
istential, and if so, in what way. This question is not answered 
herein; perhaps it cannot be answered finally, since in pursuing 
the issue we must leave the domain of science and become avow
edly subjective. Since man's existence is not observable in the 
same sense as are his social relations, we are forced to abandon the 
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objective, "outside" position we have tried to maintain throughout 
the preceding seven chapters of this book. For at this point of our 
inquiry, there is no "outside" any more. Man cannot go beyond 
the limits set by his own mind; subject and object are ultimately 
identical, the mind studies itself, and any statement made about 
man in his existential nexus is likely to run into the same phenom
ena of self-reflexiveness, which, as we have seen, generate paradox. 

In a sense, then, this chapter is a statement of faith: the belief 
that man exists in a broad, complex, and private relation to life. 
We wish to speculate on the possibility that some of our concepts 
might be of use in exploring this area which is too often neglected 
in purely psychological theories of man. 

8.2 

In modern biology it would be unthinkable to study even the 
most primitive organism in artificial isolation from its environ
ment. As postulated particularly by General System Theory (5. 
4.l!.ff), organisms are open systems that maintain their steady state 
(stability) and even evolve toward states of higher complexity by 
means of a constant exchange of both energy and information with 
their environment. 1£ we realize that in order to survive any or
ganism must gain not only the substances necessary for its metabo
lism but adequate information about the world around it, we see 
that communication and existence are inseparable concepts. The 
environment, then, is subjectively experienced as a set o!- instruc
tions about the organism'S existence, and in this sense the environ
mental effects are similar to a computer program; Norbert Wiener 
once said about the world that it "may be viewed as a myriad of 
To Whom It May Concern messages." There is, however, the im
portant difference that while the computer program is presented in 
a language that the machine completely "understands," the impact 
of the environment on an organism comprises a set of instructions 
whose meaning is by no means self-evident but rather is left up to 
the organism to decode as best it can. If to this consideration we 
add the obvious fact that the organism'S reactions in turn affect the 
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environment, it becomes apparent that even on the very primitive 
levels of life, complex and continuous interactions take place that 
are nonrandom and are, therefore, governed by a program or, 
to use an existentialist term, by meaning. 

Seen in this light, then, existence is a function (as defined in 
s. 1.2) of the relationship between the organism and its environ
ment. At the human level this interaction between organism and 
environment reaches its highest degree of complexity. Although in 
modern societies problems of biological survival have receded far 
into the background and the environment, in the ecological sense 
of the term, is largely controlled by man, the vital messages from 
the environment that must be correctly decoded have merely un
dergone a shift from the biological to the more psychological 
realm. 

8.3 

Man has at1apparently very deep-seated propensity to hypostatize 
reality, to make of it a friend or an antagonist with whom he has 
to come to terms. A highly relevant thought can be found in Zil
boorg's classic study on suicide: 

It appears that originally man accepted life on his own 
terms: a sickness, any sort of discomfort, any strong 
affective tension, made him feel that life had violated 
its contract with him, so to speak, and he then would 
leave his unfaithful partner .... Evidently [the idea 
of] Paradise was thus created by mankind not through 
the birth of Adam and Eve but through the acceptance 
of death by primitive man who preferred voluntary 
death rather than relinquish his ideal of what life 
should be. (I70, pp. 1364-6; italics ours) 

Life-or reality, fate, God, nature, existence, or whatever name 
one prefers to give it-is a partner whom we accept or reject, and 
by whom we feel ourselves accepted or rejected, supported or be
trayed. To this existential partner, perhaps even as much as to 
a human partner, man proposes his definition of self and then finds 
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it confirmed or disconfirmed; and from this partner man endeavors 
to receive clues about the "real" nature of their relationship. 

8.4 

But what, then, can we say about those vital messages that man 
must decode as best he can to ensure his survival as a human being? 
Let us return briefly to Pavlov's dog (s. 6.434), and then attempt 
from there the step into the realm of specifically human experi
ence. We know first that there are two kinds of knowledge: knowl
edge of things and knowledge about things. The former is that 
awareness of objects which our senses convey; it is what Bertrand 
Russell has called "knowledge by acquaintance," or Langer "a 
most direct and sensuous knowledge." It is the kind of knowledge 
Pavlov's dog has upon perceiving the circle or the ellipse, a knowl
edge which knows nothing about the perceived. But in the ex
perimental situation the dog quickly also learns something about 
these two geometrical figures, namely that they are somehow indio 
cative of pleasure and pain respectively and that they therefore 
have a meaning for his survival. Thus, if sensuous awareness 
can be called first-order knowledge, this latter knowledge (knowl
edge about an object) is knowledge of a second order; it is knowl
edge about first-order knowledge, and therefore metaknowledge. 
(This is the same distinction we already proposed in s. 1.4, when 
we remarked that to know a language and to know something 
about a language are two very different orders of knowledge.) 1 

Once the dog has understood the meaning of the circle a~~ 

1 Throughout this book we have had occasion to point to the fact that a 
hierarchy of levels seems to pervade the world we live in and our experience 
of selves and others, and that valid statements about one level can only be 
made from the next higher one. This hierarchy became apparent in 

(1) The relation between mathematics and metamathematics (5. 1.5) as well as 
between communication and metacommunication (s. 1.5 and 2.3) 

(2) The content and relationship aspects of communication (s. 2.3 and 3.3) 
(3) The definitions of self and others (s. 3.33) 
(4) The logico·mathematical paradoxes and the theory of logical types (5. 6.2) 
(5) The theory of levels of languages (5. 6.3) 
(6) The pragmatic paradoxes, double binds and paradoxical predictions (s. 6.4) 
(7) The illusion of alternatives (s. 7.1) 
(8) The game without end (s. 7.2) 
(9) Therapeutic double binds (s. 7.4) 
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ellipse in relation to his survival, he will behave as if he had con· 
cluded "This is a world in which I am safe as long as I discrimi
nate between the circle and the ellipse." This conclusion, how
ever, would no longer be of the second order; it would be knowl
edge gained about second-order knowledge and would, therefore, 
be third-order knowledge. With man this process of acquisition 
of knowledge, of attributing levels of meaning to his environment, 
to reality, is essentially the same. 

In an adult human, fitst-order knowledge alone is probably a 
very rare thing. It would be tantamount to a perception for which 
neither past experience nor the present context provides an expla
nation, and its inexplicability and unpredictability would probably 
make this perception very anxiety-producing. Man never ceases 
to seek knowled~e about the objects of his experience, to under
stand their meaning for his existence and to react to them ac
cording to his understanding. Finally, out of the sum total of the 
meanings that he h~s deduced from his contacts with numerous 
single objects of his environment there grows a unified view of 
the world into which he finds himself "thrown" (to use an ex
istentialist term again), and this view is of the third order. There 
is strong reason to believe that it is really quite irrelevant what 
this third-order view of the world consists of, as long as it offers a 
meaningful premise for one's existence. The delusionary system of 
a paranoiac seems to fulfill its function as an explanatory principle 
for the patient'S universe just as well as a "normal" view of the 
world for somebody else.2 What is important, however, is that 

• To this it may be objected that the latter view is better adapted to reality 
than the former. But the much-invoked criterion of reality should be treated 
with great caution. The usual fallacy involved here is the tacit assumption that 
there is such a thing as an "objective reality" and that sane people are more 
aware of it than lunatics. On the whole, this assumption is too uncomfort
ably reminiscent of a similar premise regarding Euclidian geometry. For two 
thousand years the assumption that Euclid's axioms correctly and fully em
braced the reality of space remained unquestioned, until it was realized that 
Euclid's was only one of any number of possible geometries that could not 
only be different from, but even incompatible with one another. To quote 
Nagel and Newman: 

The traditional belief that the axioms of geometry (or, for that 
matter, the axioms of any discipline) can be established by their 
apparent self-evidence was thus radically undermined. Moreover. 
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man operates with a set of premises about the phenomena he per. 
ceives and that his interaction with reality in the widest sense (that 
is, not only with other human beings) will be determined by these 
premises. As far as we can speculate, these premises themselves 
are the outcome of the whole enormous gamut of an individual's 
experiences. and their genesis is therefore virtually beyond explora
tion. But there can be no doubt that man not only punctuates the 
sequences- of events in an interpersonal relation but that the same 
punctuation process is at work in the constantly necessary process 
of evaluating and sorting the ten thousand sensory impressions 
that man receives every second from his inner and outer environ
ment. To repeat a speculation of s. 3.42: reality is very largely what 
we make it to be. Existential philosophers propose a very similar 
relationship between man and his reality: they conceive of man 
as thrown into an opaque, formless. meaningless world out of which 
man himself creates his situation. His specific way of "being-in-the
world," therefore, is the outcome of his choice, is the meaning he 
gives to what is presumably beyond objective human understand
ing. 

8,41 

Concepts equivalent or analogous to third-order premises have 
been defined by other workers in the behavioral sciences. In learn
ing theory, levels of learning corresponding to the levels of knowl
edge postulated in the foregoing, were independently identified 
and investigated by Hull, et al. (66) in 1940, by Bateson (7, {J) in 
i942 and again in 1960, and by Harlow (63) in 1949, to meri~on 
just the more important studies. Briefly, this branch of learniitg 
theory postulates that together with the acquisition of knowledge 
or of a skill there also takes place a process that makes the ac
quisition itself progressively easier. In other words, one not only 
learns, but learns to learn. For this higher-order type of learning, 

it gradually became clear that the proper business. of the pure 
mathematician is to derive theorems from postulated assump
tions, and that it is not his concern as a mathematician to de
cide whether the axioms he assumes are actually true. (r08, 
p. 11; italics ours) 
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Bateson coined the term deutero-leaming and described it as fol· 
lows: 

In semi-gestalt or semi-anthropomorphic phraseology, 
we might say that the subject is learning to orient him· 
self to certain types of contexts, or is acquiring "in· 
sight" into the contexts of problem-solving .... We 
may say that the subject has acquired a habit of look
ing for contexts and sequences of one type rather than 
another, a habit of "punctuating" the stream of events 
to give repetitions of a certain type of meaningful se
quence. (';, p. 88) 

A similar concept/is at the basis of Kelly's monumental Pry
cholog;y of Personal Constructs (83), although this author does not 
consider the question of levels and presents his theory almost ex
clusively in terms of intrapsychic, not interactional, psychology. 
Miller, Galanter, and Pribram, in their Plans and the Structure 
of Behavior (I04), have proposed that purposive behavior is guided 
by a plan, very much as a computer is guided by a program. Their 
concept of plan is highly relevant to the ideas put forward in this 
chapter and, without exaggeration, their study can be considered 
one of the most important recent breakthroughs in the understand
ing of behavior. Related to this latter work are some of the very 
elegant noncontingent reward experiments carried out at Stanford 
University under the supervision of Dr. Bavelas. even though their 
declared purpose is outside the matters considered in this chapter. 
One of these experiments in particular deserves mention (169): The 
experimental device consists of an array of push buttons. The sub· 
ject is told that certain of these buttons must be pushed in a cer· 
tain order and that it is his task to discover this order in anum· 
ber of trial runs. He is further told that correct performance will 
be signaled by a buzzer. However, in actual fact the push buttons 
are not connected to anything and the buzzer is rung quite inde· 
pendently of the subject's performance, and with increasing fre· 
quency. that is, relatively rarely at the beginning and more and more 
often toward the end of the experiment. Invariably, a person un· 
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dergoing this experiment quickly forms what we have termed third
order premises, and is extraordinarily reluctant to abandon them 
even if afterward it is shown to him that his performance had( no 
connection whatsoever with the ringing of the buzzer. In a cer
tain way, then, this experimental device is a micromodel of the 
universe in which we have all developed our specific third-order 
premises, our ways of being-in-the-world. 

8.5 

A striking difference comes to light when one compares man's 
ability to accept or tolerate change on the second and the third 
levels respectively. Man has an almost unbelievable ability to adapt 
to changes at the second level, as anybody will agree who has had 
occasion to watch human endurance under the most excruciating 
circumstances. But it appears that this endurance is only possible 
as long as his third-order premises about his existence, and the 
meaning of the world he lives in, remain inviolate.s This must be 
what Nietzsche had in mind when he postulated that he who has 
a why of living will endure almost any how. But man, perhaps 
much more than Pavlov's dog, seems singularly ill equipped to 
deal with inconsistencies which threaten his third-order premises. 
Man cannot survive psychologically in a universe for which his 
third-order premises fail to account, a universe which is for him 
senseless. Double-binding, as we have seen, has this disastrous re
sult; but the same outcome is equally possible through circum
stances or developments beyond human control or interi't. Existen
tial writers, from Dostoevsky to Camus, have dealt extensi~ly with 
this theme, which is at least as old as the Book of Job. Kirillov, for 

"This difference is, for instance. reflected in letters (e.g., 57) written by 
prisoners condemned by the Nazis for political crimes of varying degrees. Those 
who felt that their actions had served some purpose in defeating the regime 
were able to face death with a certain serenity. The really tragic. desperate 
outcries, on the other hand, came from those who had been sentenced to death 
for such meaningless offenses as listening to Allied radio stations or making 
a hostile remark about Hitler. Their deaths were apparently a violation of a 
significant third-order premise: that one's death should be meaningful and 
not petty. 
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example, a character in Dostoevsky's Possessed, haa decided that 
"God does not exist" and therefore sees no senle in livln. Iny 
longer. 

. . Listen." Kirillov stood still, gazing before him 
with fixed and ecstatic look. "Listen to a great idea: 
there was a day on earth and in the midst of the earth 
there stood three crosses. One on the cross had such 
faith that he said to another, 'To-day thou shalt be 
with me in Paradise: The day ended; both died and 
passed away and found neither Paradise nor resurrec
tion. His words did,not come true. Listen: that Man 
was the loftiest of alton earth, He was that who gave 
meaning to life. The whole planet, with everything on 
it, is mere madness without that man. There has never 
been any like Him before or since, never, up to a 
miracle. For that is the miracle, that there never was 
or never will be another like Him. And if that is so, 
if the laws of nature did not even spare Him, have not 
even spared their miracle and made Him live in a lie 
and die for a lie, then all the planet is a lie and rests 
on a lie and mockery. So then, the very laws of the 
planet are a lie and a vaudeville of devils. What is 
there to live for? Answer, if you are a man." 

And Dostoevsky lets the man of whom this question is asked give 
the striking answer: "That's a different matter. It seems to me you 
have mixed up two different causes and that's a very unsafe thing 
to do ... " (37, pp. 581-2). 

It is our contention that whenever this theme arises, the question 
of meaning is involved, and "meaning" here is not to be taken in 
Its 5cxi1antic but in its existential connotation. The absence of mean
ing is the horror of existential Nothingness. It is that subjective 
state in which reality has receded or disappeared altogether. and 
with it any awareness of self and others. For Gabriel Marcel "Life 
is a fight against Nothingness." And over a hundred years ago 
Kierkegaard wrote: "I want to go to a madhouse and see whether 
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the profundity of madness will not solve the riddle of life for me." 
In this sense, man's position vis-a-vis his mysterious partner is 

not essentially different from that of Pavlov's dog. The dog quicklY' 
learns the meaning of the circle and the ellipse, and his world is 
shattered when the experimenter suddenly destroys this meaning. 
If we search our subjective experience in comparable situations, we 
find that we are likely to assume the actions of a secret "experi
menter" behind the vicissitudes of our lives. The loss or the ab
sence of a meaning in life is perhaps the most common denominator 
of all forms of emotional distress; it is especially the much-com
men ted-on "modern" illness. Pain, disease, loss, failure, despair, 
disappointment, the fear of death, or merely boredom-all lead to 

the feeling that life is meaningless. It seems to us that in its most 
basic definition, existential despair is the painful discrepancy be
tween what is and what should be, between one's perceptions and 
one's third-order premises. 

8.6 

There is no reason to postulate only three levels of abstraction 
in the human experience of reality. At least theoretically, these 
levels rise one above the other in infinite regress. Thus, if man wants 
to change his third-order premises. which to us seems an essential 
function of psychotherapy, he can do so only from a fourth level. 
But we doubt that the human mind is equipped to deal with higher 
levels of abstraction without the aid of mathematical symbolism 
or computers. It seems significant that only glimpses of unde1l~t_and
ing are possible at the fourth level, and articulation becom:1 ex
tremely difficult if not impossible. The reader may remember how 
difficult it was already to grasp the meaning of the "class of . classes 
which are not members of themselves" (s. 6.2), which in terms of 
its complexity is the equivalent of a third-order premise. Or, like
wise. while it is still possible to understand the meaning of "This 
is how I see you seeing me seeing you" (s. 3.34). the next higher 
(fourth) level (''This is how I see you seeing me seeing you seeing 
me") is virtually beyond understanding. 
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Let US repeat this essential point: to communicate or even 
think about third-order premises is only possible at the fourth level. 
The fourth level, however, seems to be very dose to the limits of 
the human mind and awareness at this level is rarely, if at all, 
present. It seems to us that this is the area of intuition and 
empathy, of the "aha"-experience, perhaps of the immediate 
awareness provided by LSD or similar drugs, and, certainly, it is 
the area where therapeutic change takes place, change of which, 
after successful therapy, ont:" is unable to say how and why it came 
about and what it actuallyi\consists of. For psychotherapy is con
cerned with third-order premises and with bringing about change 
at this level. But to change one's third-order premises, to become 
aware of the patterning of sequences of one's own behavior and 
of that of the environment, is only possible from the vantage 
point of the next higher, the fourth, leveL Only from this level 
can it be seen that reality is not something objective, unalterable, 
"out there," with a benign or sinister meaning for our survival, but 
that for all intents and purposes our subjective experience of exist
ence is reality-reality is our patterning of something that most 
probably is totally beyond objective human verification. 

8.61 

Hierarchies such as those with which we are now concerned have 
been most thoroughly explored in a branch of modem mathe
matics with which our study has great affinity, save for the fact 
that mathematics is of incomparably greater consistency and rigor 
than we can ever hope to attain. The branch in question is proof 
theory, or metamathematics. As the latter term dearly implies, 
this area of mathematics deals with itself, that is, with the laws in
herent in mathematics and with the problem of whether or not 
mathematics is consistent. It is, therefore, not surprising that essen
tially the same paradoxical consequences of self-reflexiveness should 
have been encountered and worked through by metamathema
ticians long before analysts of human communication were even 
aware of their existence. In fact, work in this area reaches back 

267 



/8.61 PRAGMATICS OF HUMAN COMMUNICATION 

to Schroder (1895), Lowenheim (1915), and especially Hilbert 
(1918). Proof theory, or metamathematics, was then the highly abo 
stract concern of a brilliant though small group of mathematicians. 
standing, as it were, outside the mainstream of mathematical en
deavors. Two events, it appears, subsequently brought proof theory 
very much into the focus of attention. One was the publication. 
in 1931, of COdel's epochal paper on formally undecidable proposi
tions (56), a paper described by the faculty of Harvard University 
as the most important advance in mathematical logic in a quarter 
century (Io8). The other is the almost explosive emergence of the 
computer since the end of World War II. These machines were 
quickly developed from rigidly programmed automata into enor
mously versatile artificial organisms that began to pose funda
mental proof-theoretical problems as soon as their structural com
plexity had progressed to the point where they could be made to 
decide for themselves on one optimal computational procedure 
among several. In other words, the question arose whether com
puters could be designed that would not only carry out a program, 
but would at the same time be able to effect changes in their pro
gram. 

In proof theory, the term decision procedure refers to methods 
of finding proofs for the truth or falsity of a statement, or a whole 
class of statements, made within a given formalized system. The 
related term decision problem refers to the question of whether 
or not there exists a procedure of the kind just described. There
fore, a decision problem has a positive solution if a decision pro
cedure can be found for solving it, while a negative solution\con
sists in proving that no such decision procedure exists. Accordin~ly, 
decision problems are referred to as either computable or unsolv
able. 

However, there exists a third possibility. Definite (positive or 
negative) solutions of a decision problem are only possible where 
the problem in question lies within the domain (the area of ap
plicability) of the particular decision procedure. If this decision 
procedure is applied to a problem outside its domain, the compu-
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tadon will go on indefinitely without ever proving that no solu
tion (positive or negative) will be forthcoming.4 It is .at this point 
that we encounter again the concept of undecidability. 

8.62 

This concept is the central issue of Godel's above-mentioned pa
per, which deals with .£drmally undecidable propositions. The for
malized system chosen by him for his theorem is Principia Mathe
matica, the monumental work by Whitehead and Russell exploring 
the foundations of mathematics. GOdel was able to show that 
in this or an equivalent system it is possible to construct a sen
tence, G, which (1) is provable from the premises and axioms of 
the system, but which (2) proclaims of itself to be unprovable. 
This means that if G be provable in the system, its unprovability 
(which is what it says of itself) would also be provable. But if both 
provability and unprovability can be derived from the axioms of 
the system, and the axioms themselves are consistent (which is part 
of COders proof), then G is undecidable in terms of the system, 
just as the paradoxical prediction presented in s. 6.441 is unde
cidable in terms of its "system," which is the information contained 
in the headmaster's announcement and the context in which it is 
made.1> Godel's proof has consequences that go far beyond the field 
of mathematical logic; indeed, it proves once and for all that any 
formal system (mathematical, symbolic, etc.) is necessarily incom
plete in the sense set out above, and that, furthermore, the con
sistency of such a system can only be proved by recourse to methods 
of proof that are more general than those the system itself can 
generate. 

• This is the so-called halting problem in decision procedures; it provides a 
suggestive analogy to our concept of the game without end in human com
munication (s. ,.Il). 

G The interested reader is referred to Nagel and Newman's excellent non· 
mathematical presentation of COders proof (IoB). To the best of our knowl· 
edge the similarity between COders theorem and paradoxical predictions was 
first pointed out by Nerlich (I I I), and we believe that this paradox is probably 
the most elegant nonmathematical analogy of the theorem, preferable even to 
Findlay's nonnumerical approach (14). 
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8.63 

If we have dwelled on Godel's work at some l<:;ngth, it is because 
we see in it the mathematical analogy of what we would call the 
ultimate paradox of man's existence. Man is ultimately subject and 
object of his quest. While the question whether his mind can be 
considered to be anything like a formalized system, as defined in 
the preceding paragraph, is probably unanswerable, his quest for 
an understanding of the meaning of his existence is an attempt at 
formalization. In this and only this sense we feel that certain results 
of proof theory (especially in the areas of self-reflexiveness and un· 
decidability) are pertinent. This is by no means our discovery; in 
fact, ten years before Godel presented his brilliant theorem, another 
great mind of our century had already formulated this paradox 
in philosophical terms, namely Ludwig Wittgenstein in his Tracta
tus Logico-Philosophicus (I68). Probably nowhere has this existen
tial paradox been defined more lucidly nor has the mystical been 
accorded a more dignified position as the ultimate step transcend
ing this paradox. 

Wittgenstein shows that we could only know something about 
the world in its totality if we could step outside it; but if this 
were possible, this world would no longer be the whole world. 
However, our logic knows of nothing outside it: 

Logic fills the world: the limits of the world are also 
its limits. 
We cannot therefore say in logic: This and this there 
is in the world, that there is not. 
For that would apparently presuppose that we exclude 
certain possibilities, and this cannot be the case since 
otherwise logic must get outside the limits of the 
world: that is, if it could consider these limits from 
the other side also. 
What we cannot think, we cannot think: we cannot 
therefore say what we cannot think. (I68, pp. 149-51) 

The world, then, is finite and at the same time limitless, limit
less precisely because there is nothing outside that together with 
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the inside could form a boundary. But if this be so, then it follows 
that "The world and life are one. I am my world" (p. 151). Sub
ject and world are thus no longer entities whose relational func
tion is in some way govern\!Fi by the auxiliary verb to have (that 
one has the other, containsi:i.t or belongs to it), but by the existen
ial to be: "The subject does not belong to the world, but it is a 
limit of the world" (p. 151; italics ours). 

Within this limit meaningful questions can be asked and an
swered: "If a question can be put at all, then it can also be an
swered" (p. 187). But "the solution to the riddle of life in space 
and time lies outside space and time" (p. 185). For, as it should 
be by now abundantly dear, nothing inside a frame can state, or 
even ask, anything about that frame. The solution, then, is not the 
finding of an answer to the riddle of existence, but the realization 
there is no riddle. This is the essence of the beautiful, almost Zen 
Buddhist dosing sentences of the Tractatus: 

For an answer which cannot be expressed the question 
too cannot be expressed. The riddle does not ex
ist. . .. 
We feel that even if all possible scientific questions be 
answered, the problems of life have still not been 
touched at all. Of course there is then no question 
left, and just this is the answer. 
The solution of the problem of life is seen in the 
vanishing of this problem. (Is not this the reason why 
men to whom after long doubting the sense of life be
came clear, could not then say wherein this sense 
consisted?) 
There is indeed the inexpressible. This shows itself; 
it is the mystical. . . . 
Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent. 
(pp. 187-9) 
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Glossary 

This glossary contains only such terms as are not defined in the 
text or are not part of everyday language. The sources, where cited, 
are Dorland's Medical Dictionary (DMD) and Hinsie and Shatzky's 
Psychiatnc Dictionary (H&S). 
abulia. Loss or deficiency of will power. (DMD) 
acting-out. The expression of emotional tension through direct be

havior in a situation which may have nothing to do with the 
origin of the tension; usually applied to impulsive, aggressive, or, 
generally, antisocial behavior. (Adapted from H8cS) 

anorexia. Lack or loss of the appetite for food. Specifically, a nerv· 
ous condition exhibited by a patient who loses his appetite and 
eats so little food that he becomes emaciated. (Adapted from 
DMD) 

autism (adj. autistic). The condition of being dominated by sub· 
jective, self-centered trends of thought or behavior. (DMD) 

behavior therapy. A form of psychotherapy based on learning 
theory; behavior, including symptomatic behavior, is considered 
the result of a learning process and therefore amenable to "un· 
learning" (deconditioning). 

compulsion (-ive). An irresistible impulse to perform some act con
trary to one's better judgment or will. (DMD) 

conjoint psychotherapy. The psychotherapy of couples or. entire 
families whose members are treated together in joint sessions in
volving all individuals at the same time. (Cf. ref. 75) 

couple therapy -'» conjoint psychotherapy. 

depersonalization. The process of being dissolved, of losing the iden
tity, personality, the "I." A mental phenomenon characterized by 
loss of the sense of the reality of oneself. It often carries with it 

284 



GLOSSARY 

loss of the sense of the reality of others and of the environment. 
(H&S) 

depression. A complex feeling, ranging from unhappiness to deep 
dejection and hopelessness; often accompanied by more or less 
abs\lrd feelings of guilt, failure, and unworthiness, as well as by 
self~destructive tendencies. Its physical concomitants are usually 
disturbances of sleep and appetite and a general slowing-down of 
many physiological processes. 

dyad. An ultimate unit referring to the relation between two en· 
tities, as contrasted to -+ monad; similarly "triad" for a three
element unit. 

entelechy. The assumed innate or potential property of a living 
being to develop toward a specific end stage. 

ethology. The study of animal behavior. (DMD) 

folie a deux. French for "double insanity." A term applied when 
two persons closely associated with one another suffer a psychosis 
simultaneously, and when one member of the pair appears to 
have influenced the other. The condition is not of course con· 
fined to two persons, and may involve three and even more (folie 
a trois, etc.). (H&s) 

games, theory of. A mathematical tool for the analysis of man's 
social relations; introduced by von Neumann in 1928 and orig
inally applied to decision-making strategies in economic behavior, 
it is now extended to many sorts of interpersonal behaviors. 
(1) zero-sum games: Situations in which the gain of one player 
and the loss of his opponent always sum to zero, i.e., there is 
pure competition, since the loss of one player is the gain of the 
other. 
(2) nonzero-sum games: Situations in which gain and loss are not 
inversely fixed and thus do not necessarily Sum to zero; they may 
be directly fixed (pure collaboration) or only partly fixed (mixed 
motive). 

gestalt (pI. gestalten). Form, pattern, structure, or configuration. 

gestalt psychology. The study of mental process and behavior as 
gestalten, rather than as isolated or fragmented units. 

hysteria. A neurotic condition characterized by the conversion of 
emotional conflicts into physical manifestations--e.g., pain, anes
thesia, paralysis. tonic spasms-without actual physical impair
ment of the afflicted organ or organs. 
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identified patient. That member of a family who carries a label of 
psychiatric diagnosis or of delinquency. 

kinesics. (1) Nonverbal communication (body language, etc.); (2) 
the study thereof. 

marital therapy ~ conjoint psychotherapy. 
meta-, A prefix meaning "changed in position," "beyond," "high<1r," 

"transcending," etc. Used here generally as referring to the body 
of knowledge about a body of knowledge or field of study, e.g., 
metamathematics, metacommunication. 

monad, (adj. monadic). An ultimate unit of one, considered in iso
lation. Used here mainly to denote the individual out of his 
communicational nexus, as contrasted to ~ dyad or triad. 

nonzero-sum game ~ games, theory of. 
Oedipus conflict. Oedipus Tyrannus, a character in Greek mythol

ogy who, raised by a foster parent, killed his actual father in a 
quarrel and subsequently married his mother. Later, when he 
discovered the true relationship, he blinded himself. (DMD) This 
myth was introduced into psychiatry by Freud as a paradigm for 
the attraction between the child and the parent of the opposite 
sex, for the specific intrafamilial conflicts stemming from this 
attraction and its wider implications for a person's psychosexual 
development. 

paresis, general. (General paralysis of the insane, dementia paraly
tica, Bayle's disease.) A psychiatric condition characterized by 
mental and physical symptoms, due to syphilis of the central 
nervous system. (H&S) 

pathogenicity. The quality of producing or the ability to produce 
pathological changes or disease. (DMD) 

phenomenological. Pertaining to a specific approach (phenom~nol"' 
ogy) to the data of reality which investigates them without mak
ing any attempt to explain them. 

phobia (-ic). A morbid fear associated either with a specific object 
or a specific situation. 

psychogenic (psychogenicity). Of intrapsychic origin; having an emo
tional or psychologic origin (in reference to a symptom), as op
posed to an organic basis. (DMD) 

psychoneurotic. Pertaining to an emotional disorder, characterized 
by its ~ psychogenic nature and its functional (rather than or
ganic) symptoms (e.g., ~ phobia, ~ hysteria). 
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psychopathology. (1) A generic term denoting emotional and/or 
mental illnesses or disturbances; (2) The branch of medicine 
dealing with these conditions. 

psychosomatic. Pertaining to the mind.body relationship; having 
bodify symptoms of a psychic, emotional, or mental origin. 
(DMD) 

psychotic. Pertaining to the psychoses, i.e., psychiatric conditions of 
either organic or functional (~ psychogenic) nature of such a 
degree that the patient's individual, intellectual, professional, 
social, etc. functioning is severely impaired, while in the ~ psy
choneurotic patient this impairment is only partial and limited to 
certain areas of his life. 

runaway. The loss of stability in a system due to uncontrolled de
viation amplification. 

sadomasochism (sadomasochistic symbiosis). A form of human rela
tionship characterized by the infliction of physical and/or moral 
suffering by one partner upon the other. 

schizophrenia. A psychiatric condition accounting for about half 
the patients in mental hospitals and about one quarter of all 
hospital patients in the United States. The term was coined by 
the Swiss psychiatrist E. Bleuler and denotes a psychosis marked 
by fundamental disturbances in the patient's perceptions of real
ity, concept formations, affects, and, consequently, his behavior in 
general. Depending on the specific symptomatology, schizo
phrenia is usually divided into various subgroups, e.g., the para
noid, hebephrenic, catatonic, and simple forms. 

secondary gain. A psychoanalytic term referring to the indirect, 
interpersonal advantages which the neurotic derives from his 
condition, e.g., compassion, increased attention, freedom from 
everyday responsibilities, and the like. 

transference. In psychoanalysis the reproduction of the forgotten 
and repressed experiences of early childhood. The reproduction 
or re-enactment generally takes the form of dreams or reactions 
occurring during psychoanalytic treatment. (H&S) 

trauma, emotional. An emotional shock that makes a lasting im
pression on the mind. (DMD) 

triad ~ dyad 

zero-sum game ~ games, theory of. 




