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Body Ritual among the 'N.acirema 
HORACE MINER 
UnifJersity of Michigan 

T HE anthropologist has become so familiar with the diversity of ways in 
which different peoples behave in similar situations that he is not apt to 

be surprised by even the most exotic customs. In fact, if all of the logically 
possible combinations of behavior have not been found somewhere in the 
world, he is apt to suspect that they must be present in some yet undescribed 
tribe. This point has, in fact, been expressed with respect to clan organization 
by Murdock (1949: 71). In this light, the magical beliefs and practices of the 
Nacirema present such unusual aspects that it seems desirable to describe 
them as an example of the extremes to which human behavior can go. 

Professor Linton first brought the ritual of the Nacirema to the attention 
of anthropologists twenty years ago (1936:326), but the culture of this people 
is still very poorly understood. They-ft.re a North American group living in the 
territory between the Canadian Cree, the Yaqui and Tarahumare of Mexico, 
and the Carib and Arawak of the Antilles. Little is known of their origin, al-
though tradition states that they came from the east. According to Nacirema 
mythology, their nation was originated by a culture hero, Notgnihsaw, who is 
otherwise known for two great feats of strength-the throwing of a piece of 
wampum across the river Pa-To-Mac and the chopping down of a cherry tree 
in which the Spirit of Truth resided. 

Nacirema culture is characterized by a highly developed market economy 
which has evolved in a rich natural habitat. While much of the people's time 
is devoted to economic pursuits, a large part of the fruits of these labors and a 
considerable portion of the day are spent in ritual activity. The focus of this 
activity is the human body, the appearance and health of which loom as a 
dominant concern in the ethos of the people. While such a concern is certainly 
not unusual, its ceremonial aspects and associated philosophy are unique. 

The fundamental belief underlying the whole system appears to be that the 
human body is ugly and that its natural tendency is to debility and disease. 
Incarcerated in such a body, man's only hope is to avert these characteristics 
through the use of the powerful influences of ritual and ceremony. Every house-
hold ha·s one or more shrines devoted to this purpose. The more powerful in-
dividuals in the society have several shrines in their houses a,nd, in fact, the 
opulence of a house is often referred to in terms of the number of such ritual 
centers it possesses. Most houses are of wattle and daub construction, but the 
shrine rooms of the more wealthy are walled with stone. Poorer families imitate 
the rich by applying pottery plaques to their shrine walls. 

While each family has at least one such shrine, the rituals associated with it 
are not family ceremonies but are private and secret. The rites are normally 
only discussed with children, and then only during the period when they are 
being initiated into these mysteries. I was able, however, to establish sufficient 
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rapport with the natives to examine these shrines and to have the rituals de-
scribed to me. 

The focal point of the shrine is a box or chest which is built into the wall. 
In this chest are kept the many charms and magical potions without which 
no native believes he could live. These preparations are secured from a variety 
of specialized practitioners. The most powerful of these are the medicine men, 
whose assistance must be rewarded with substantial gifts. However, the medi-
cine men do not provide the curative potions for their clients, but decide what 
the ingredients should be and then write them down in an ancient and secret 
language. This writing is understood only by the medicine men and by the 
herbalists who, for another gift, provide the required charm. 

The charm is not disposed of after it has served its purpose, but is placed in 
the charm-box of the household shrine. As these magical materials are specific 
for certain ills, and the real or imagined maladies of the people are many, the 
charm-box is usually full to overflowing. The magical packets are so numerous 
that people forget what their purposes were and fear to use them again. While 
the natives are very vague on this point, we can only assume that the idea in 
retaining all the old magical materials is that their presence in the charm-box, 
before which the body rituals are conducted, will in some way protect the 
worshipper. 

Beneath the charm-box is a small font. Each day every member of the 
family, in succession, enters the shrine room, bows his head before the charm-
box, mingles different sorts of holy water in the font, and proceeds with a 
brief rite of ablution. The holy waters are secured from the Water Temple 
of the community, where the priests conduct elaborate ceremonies to make the 
liquid ritually pure. 

In the hierarchy of magical practitioners, and below the medicine men in 
prestige, are specialists whose designation is best translated "holy-mouth-
men." The Nacirema have an almost pathological horror of and fascination 
with the mouth, the condition of which is believed to have a supernatural in-
fluence on all social relationships. Were it not for the rituals of the mouth, 
they believe that their teeth would fall out, their gums bleed, their jaws shrink, 
their friends desert them, and their lovers reject them. They also believe that a 
strong relationship exists between oral and moral characteristics. For example, 
there is a ritual ablution of the mouth for children which is supposed to im-
prove their moral fiber. 

The daily body ritual performed by everyone includes a mouth-rite. De-
spite the fact that these people are so punctilious about care of the mouth, this 
rite involves a practice which strikes the uninitiated stranger as revolting. It 
was reported to me that the ritual consists of inserting a small bundle of hog 
hairs into the mouth, along with certain magical powders, and then moving the 
bltndle in a highly formalized series of gestures. 

In addition to the private mouth-rite, the people .seek out a holy-mouth-
.man once or twice a year. These practitioners have an impressive set of para-
phernalia, consisting of a variety of augers, awls, probes, and prods. The use of 
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these objects in the exorcism of the evils of the mouth involves almost unbe-
lievable ritual torture of the client. The holy-mouth-man opens the client's 
mouth and, using the above mentioned tools, enlarges any holes which decay 
may have created in the teeth. Magical materials are put into these holes. If 
there are no naturally occurring holes in the teeth, large sections of one or more 
teeth are gouged out so that the supernatural substance can be applied. In 
the client's view, the purpose of these ministrations is to arrest decay and to 
draw friends. The extremely sacred and traditional character of the rite is 
evident in the fact that the natives return to the holy-mouth-men year after 
year, despite the fact that their teeth continue to decay. 

It is to be hoped that, when a thorough study of the Nacirema is made, 
there will be careful inquiry into the personality structure of these people. 
One has but to watch the gleam in the eye of a holy-mouth-man, as he jabs an 
awl into an exposed nerve, to suspect that a certain amount of sadism is in-
volved. If this can be established, a very interesting pattern emerges, for most 
of the population shows definite masochistic tendencies. It was to these that 
Professor Linton referred in discussing a distinctive part of the daily body rit-
ual which is performed only by men. This part of the rite involves scraping 
and lacerating the surface of the face with a sharp instrument. Special wo-
men's rites are performed only four times during each lunar month, but what 
they lack in frequency is made up in barbarity. As part of this ceremony, 
women bake their heads in small ovens for about an hour. The theoretically 
interesting point is that what seems to be a preponderantly masochistic people 
have developed sadistic specialists. 

The medicine men have an imposing temple, or latipso, in every community 
of any size. The more elaborate ceremonies required to treat very sick patients 
can only be performed at this temple. These ceremonies involve not only the 
thaumaturge but a permanent group of vestal maidens who move se<;i~tely 
about the temple chambers in distinctive costume ~nd headdress. 

The latipso ceremonies are so harsh that it is phenomenal that a fair pro-
portion of the really sick natives who enter the temple ever recover. Small 
children whose indoctrination is still incomplete have been known to resist 
attempts to take them to the temple because "that is where you go to die." 
Despite this fact, sick adults are not only willing but eager to undergo the 
protracted ritual purification, if they can afford to do so. No matter how ill 
the supplicant or how grave the emergency, the guardians of many temples 
will not admit a client if he cannot give a rich gift to the custodian. Even after 
one has, gained admission and survived the ceremonies, the guardians will not 
permit the neophyte to leave until he makes still another gift. 

The supplicant entering the temple is first stripped of all his or her clothes. 
In every-day life the Nacirema avoids exposure of his body and its natural 
functions. Bathing and excretory acts are performed only in the secrecy of the 
household shrine, where they are ritualized as part of the body-rites. Psycho-
logical shock results from the fact that body secrecy is suddenly lost upon 
entry into the latipso. A man, whose own wife has never seen him in an excre-
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tory act, suddenly finds himself naked and assisted by a vestal maiden while 
he performs his natural functions into a sacred vessel. This sort of ceremonial 
treatment is necessitated by the fact that the excreta are used by a diviner to 
ascertain the course and nature of the client's sickness. Female clients, on the 
other hand, find their naked bodies are subjected to the scrutiny, manipulation 
and prodding of the medicine men. 

Few supplicants in the temple are well enough to do anything but lie on 
their hard beds. The daily ceremonies, like the rites of the holy-mouth-men, 
involve discomfort and torture. With ritual precision, the vestals awaken their 
miserable charges each dawn and roll them about on their beds of pain while 
performing ablutions, in the formal movements of which the maidens are 
highly trained. At other times they insert magic wands in the supplicant's 
mouth or force him to eat substances which are supposed to be healing. From 
time to time the medicine men come to their clients and jab magically treated 
needles into their flesh. The fact that these temple ceremonies may not cure, 
and may even kill the neophyte. in no way decreases the people's faith in the 
medicine men. 

There remains one other kind of practitioner, known as a "listener." This 
witch-doctor has the power to exorcise the devils that lodge in the heads of 
people who have been bewitched. The Nacirema believe that parents bewitch 
their own children. Mothers are particularly suspected of putting a curse on 
children while teaching them the secret body rituals. The counter-magic of the 
witch-doctor is unusual in its lack of ritual. The patient simply tells the "lis-
tener" all his troubles and fears, beginning with the earliest difficulties he can 
remember. The memory displayed by the Nacirema in these exorcism sessions 
is truly remarkable. It is not uncommon for the patient to bemoan the rejec-
tion he felt upon being weaned as a babe, and a few individuals even see their 
troubles going back to the traumatic effects of their own birth. 

In conclusion, mention must be made of certain practices which have their 
base in native esthetics but which depend upon the pervasive aversion to the 
natural body and its functions. There are ritual fasts to make fat people thin 
and ceremonial feasts to make thin people fat. Still other rites are used to 
make women's breasts larger if they are small, and smaller if they are large. 
General dissatisfaction with breast shape is symbolized in the fact that the 
ideal form is virtually outside the range of human variation. A few women 
afflicted with almost inhuman hypermammary development are so idolized 
that they make a handsome living by simply going from village to village and 
permitting the natives to stare at them for a fee. 

Reference has already been made to the fact that excretory functions are 
ritualized, routinized, and relegated to secrecy. Natural reproductive functions 
are similarly distorted. Intercourse is taboo as a topic and scheduled as an act. 
Efforts are made to avoid pregnancy by the use of magical materials or by 
limiting intercourse to certain phases of the moon. Conception is actually very 
infrequent. When pregnant, women dress so as to hide their condition. Parturi-
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tion takes place in secret, without friends or relatives to assist, and the majority 
of women do not nurse their infants. 

Our review of the ritual life of the Nacirema has certainly shown them to be 
a magic-ridden people. It is hard to understand how they have managed to 
exist so long under the burdens which they have imposed upon themselves. But 
even such exotic customs as these take on real meaning when they are viewed 
with the insight provided by Malinowski when he wrote (1948: 70): 

Looking from far and above, from our high places of safety in the developed civiliza-
tion, it is easy to see all the crudity and irrelevance. of magic. But without its power 
and guidance early man could not have mastered his practical difficulties as he has 
done, nor could man have advanced to the higher stages of civilization. 
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Note 

The fll'SI 6ve of these chapters have been sel apart from the re5t 
because I think that, taken as a group, they best convey the gist 
o( the colloctloa as a whole. The remainder could be viewed as 
developing one or an<>lher aspect of the same position, with more 
arguments or evidence, and wider application.. 

Since a definition o( man is at least implicit in any writer's 
commcnll on cultural m·aucrs, the book begin$ with an essay on 
that subject: But the definition's concern with "symbolic action" 
involves a distinction between the Umitlni; of Ws concept to the 
specilicaUy artistie·and a broader application to symbol systems in 
general; so the second es..,y deals with that problem. Since all defi-
nitions involve the use or lermlnology, and many kinds of ter-
minology .are availab.le, the third essay attempts 10 argue for 11 
"Dramalistic" solution. But, dlalcctic being what it is, any formal 
concern with the realm. of the symbolic also prods us t.o inquire 
about the relation between the symbolic and itJ nonsymbollc or 
e:ura,ymbolic conte,t; and in dealing with the relation between 
these two realms of. the syml>Qllc and nonsymbolic; the fourth chap-
ter c.onsidcrs :miblguitil'S iohcrcot in the range of meanings 1hat 
complicate the concept of the "Unconscious." The filth piece ti04 
thing:; down by focusing on a single work. 

Further, since the third essay bad closed ou an admiuedly 
Ideal (Platoolstic) view of a ·oramatislic terminology, the fifth 
essay, in ~tudying one Shakespearean tragedy, emphasizes the drastic 
nature o( a troublesome motive that bad been considered, but not 
fully developed, in the opening definition. For a Dramatistic defi-
nition of man requires an admonitory stress upon victimage as the 
major temptation in 1hc symbol systems by which men build up 
their ideas, concepu, and images of identity and community (with 
correspondingly troublesome attitudt4 truu prod to correspondingly 
turbulent acts). 

Chapter One 

Definition of Man 

I 
First, a few ·words on definition in general. Let's admit it: I see in a 
definition the critic's equivalent ol -a lyric, or of an aria in opera. Also, 
we might note that, when used in an essay, as with Aristotle's defini-
tion of tragedy io bis Poe/ics, a definition so sums thinv up that all the 
properties attributed to the t.hing defined can be as-though "derived" from 
the definition. In actual development, the <kfinition may be the lost thing 
a writer hits upon. Or It .may be formulated somewhere along the line. But 
logically It is prior to the observations thnl It summarizes. Thus, insofar u 
all the auributes of the Wng deft"ncd fit the <kfinition, lhc definition should 
be viewed as "prior" in this purely nontcmporal sense o( priority. 

Definitions arc also the critic's equivalent of the lyric (though a poet 
might not think so!) in that the writer usually "hits on them.'' They nrc 
••breakthrouglu," and thus are somewhat hard to come by. We should 
always keep trying for them-but they don't always seem to "cUclc.'' 

A definition should have just enough clauses, and no more. However, 
each clause should be like a chapter head, under which appropriate obscrva-
tioos might be assembled, as though derived !com it. 

I am offering my Definition of Man in the hope of dthcr pcrsuadlng 
the reader that it fills the bill. or o( prompting him to decide whnt should 
be added. or subtracted, or in some way modifi.ed. 

II 

Man Is th• symbol. using animal, 
Granted, it d=n't come as much of a surprise. But our definition is be-

ing.offered not for any possible paradoxical value. The aim ls to get as essen-
tial a set of clauses as poS5iblc, and to mc,ditate on each of them. 

I remember one day at college when, on entering my philosophy class, 
I found all bUnds up and the windows open from the top, while a bird kept 
!lying ne.rvously about the ceiling. The windows were high, they extended 
almost to the ceiling; yet the bird kept trying to escape by batting against 
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the ceiling rather than diP)ling down and Dying out one ot the open windows. 
While it kept circling thus hdpl..,.ly over our beads, the inatnM:tor ex-
plained tllat this was an e:xam_plc of a " tropism." Trus paniculmr bird's in-
stinct was to escape by llying up, he said; b.ence it ignored the easy exit 
through 1he wi.ndows. 

But bow differcnl thJDgs would be if the bird could spcalc and we 
could speak his langungc. What • simple statement would have served to 
solve his problem. "Fly down just a foot or so, and out ono of those 
windows." 

La1cr, I ran across another example that l cite bccawe it has further 
Implications, with regard to a later clause in our de6oition. I witnessed the 
behavio.r of• wren tlint was unquestiooably a genius wilhin the 1erms of il3 
species. The pmrenls had su«ccdcd ln getting all pf a brood off th.c nest 
except one particularly srubborn or backward fellow who still remained for 
a couple of days after the others had llown. Despite all k.iods of threats and 
cajolery, be stlll llngcrcd. demanding and gelling the mtio.ns which all con-
cerned seem lo consider his rightful lot Then came the moment of genius. 
One of the p:ucnt wrens came to the nest with a morsel of food. But instead 
of simply giving it to the noisy youngster, the parent bird held it at a dis-
tance. The fledgling io the nest kepi stretching its neclc out fmrtber ·and 
farther with its beak gaping un,tll. of a sudden, instead of merely putting Che 
morsel of ·food into the bird's moulh, !he parent wren clamped its-be.at shut 
on the young one's lower mandible, and with a &light jerk cnu~d the young-
·stcr, with his outstretched neclc. to Jose balance ond tumble ou! of the nest. 

Surely this was an "act11 o[ genius. 1'his Wren had discovc.rcd how to 
U$e the principle of leverage as a w~y of getting a you.ng bird off the nest. 
Had that exceptionally brilliant wren been able to conccptuallzc tJils dis-
covery in ruch terms as come easy to symbol systems, we con imagine him 
giving a dwcnation on "The Use of the Principle of Leverage as an Im-
proved Method for Unneiting Birds or Dcbirding a NesL" And within a 
few years the invention would spread throughout oil birddom, with an incal-
culable saving in blrd-hours as compared with the traditional turbulent and 
inefficient method st.ill in gencrnl practice. 

There are three things to note about 1hi.s. incident: 
1) The ability to describe this method in WQrds would. have readily 

made it possible for all other birds to take over this same "act" of genius, 
though they themselvc$ might never have hit upon it. 

2) The likelihood is that even this one wren never used the method 
again. For the ability to conceptualize i.mplics a lciod of attOIJlon without 
whlcb thls inn.ovation could probably not advance beyond the condition of 
a mere accident to the condition of an invention. 

3) On 1he happier side, there i• the thought that at least, through 
lack of such ability, birds arc spared our many susceptibilities to the ways 

Delh,itloo of Mao s 
of demagogic spellbinders. They cannot be filled with fantastic h1ltreds for 
alien populations they lcnow about mainly by mere hearsay, or with all 
sons or uosettliog new expectations, most of which could not f>04$ibly tum 
out as promised. 

The "symbol-using animal," yes, obviously. But can we bring our-
selves to rcallu jusl what that f~ula implies, just how overwhelmingly 
much of what we mean by "reality" has been built up for us through notj,-
ing but our symbol systems? Take away our books, and what little do we 
know a.bout history, biography, even something so "down to earth" as tho 
relative position of seas and continents? What is our 11reality" for today· 
(beyond the paper-t.hin line of our own particular lives) but all this clutte r 
of symbol, about the past combined with whatever things we know mainly 
through maps, magazines. newspapers, and the Jfke about the present? In 
school, as they go from class lo class. students rurn from one idipm to an-
other. The variout courses in the curriculum nrc in effect but so many dif-
ferent terminologies. And however important to us i! the tlay sliver of 
reality each of us has experienced firsthand. the ·whole overa.U "picture" is 
but a construct of our symbol systems. To meditate on this fact until one 
secs its full implications is much like peering over the edge of things into 
an ultimate oby~s. And doubtless that's one reason why, though man is 
-ypically the symb-01-using animal, he clings to a kind of naive verbal realism 
that refuses to realize the full extent of the role ployed by symbollcity in 
his notions o( reality. 

ln responding to words, with their oven and covert modes of persua-
sion ("progress" is o iypical one that usunlly,tets. cxpcctoiioos to vibrating). 
we like to forget the kind of relation that really prevails between the verbal 
and the nonverbal. In being a link bc1wecn 11$-nnd the nonverbal, words are 
by the same token a screen separating us Crom the nonverbal-though the 
statc.mcru get5 ta.ngle<i in its own traces., $.ince so much of Lhc ••we" tha't is 
separated from the no.nvcrbal by the verbal would not even ex.isl were it not 
far the verbal ( or for our symbolicity in gene ml. •incc 1hc same applies to 
the tymbol systems o_f dance. music, painting. and the like). 

A road map that helps us easily find our way from one &ide of the 
continent to t.hc.othcr owes its grcal utility to its ~ccption:JJ eJdstcntin.1 pov-
erty. lt tells us absurdly linle about the trip that is 10 be experienced in a 
welter of detail. Indeed. its value for us is in the very Ca<:t thnt it is so essen-
tially inane. 

Language referring to the realm of the nonverbal is necessarily talk 
about things in terms of what they are not-and in this sense we sLart out 
beset by a pacadox. Such Jangunge i• but a set o( labels, i;igns for helping us 
find our way about. Indeed. thoy can even be ,o useful that they belp us to 
invent ingenious ways of threatening to destroy o~.rsc.Jves~ But even aa:u-
tacy of Iha powedW sort does not get around the fact that such terms arc 



6 Ptve SUMMA.lZING l!SSAY.S 

sheer emptiness, as compared with the substance of the things they name. 
Nor is such abstractness confined to tb" language of M:icnlific prose. Despite 
the concrete richnm of the imagery in Keats's poems, his letters repeatedly 
refer to biJ an as "abstracL" And the same kind or considcralioos would 
apply to the symbol systems of all oth~ arts. Even so bodily a form of ex· 
~ion a., the dance is abstract in this sense. (Indeed, in this- regard it is 
so abstract that, when ~ng students to sum up the gist or a plot, l usually 
got the best n;sults from dance majors. will, music students a close second. 
Students specializing in literature or the social sciences tended to get bogged 
down in details. They were less apt at "abstracting.") 

When a bit of talking takes place, just what is doing the talking? Just 
where arc the words coming lrom? Some of tho motlvation must derive from 
our animality; and some from our symbollcity. We bear of "bralnwasbing," 
of schemes whereby an "ideology" is imposed upon people. But should we 
stop at that? Should we not also see the situation the other way around? 
For was not the "brainwasher" also similarly motivated? Do we simply 
use words. or do they not also use us7 An ·~deology" is like a god coming 
down to earth. where it will inhabit a place pervaded by its presence. An 
"ideology" is like a spirit toking up its abode in a body: it makes that body 
hop around in certain ways; and that same body would have hopped around 
in diO'c,cot ways hod a dilfcn:nl ideology happened to Inhabit it. 

I am saying in one way what Paul sa.id in -another when be told his 
lis~ncr,i that "Faith comes (rom hearing." He had a doctrine ·which, if his 
hearers were persuaded to accept it, would direct a body somewhat differ-
ently from the way it would have moved and been moved in its daily rounds 
under the car)ier pagan dispcnsation. Con.~lder the kind of German boys 
and girls. for instance, who became burghers in thl: old days, who during 
the period or inflation and U.S.-financed rcpa.ration payments after World 
War T wanted but to be Wandering Birds, and who with U1c rise of 11,e 
Third Reich were got to functioning as Hitlerite fiends. 

Whb regard t·o this first da.usc in ou-r definition (man as the ''symbol-
using" animal) it bas often been suggested that "symbol-making" would be 
a be.ucr term. I con go ofong "".i1h that emendation. But 1 •d want to add one 
furth~r step. Then, for the whole fnrmula we'd have: the "symbol-using, 
symbol-making. and symbol-misusing animal," 

In n,ferring to the misuse o[ symbols, l huvc in mind not only such 
demagogic tricks as 1 have already m,cntioned. I ulso think. <>f '-'P5ychogcnJc 
illnesses," violent dislocations of bodily motion due to the improperly 
criticiud action of symbolicity. A certain kind o( food may be perrcctly 
wholesome .• so fa.r alt its sheer material nature is concerned. And people in 
some arcns may particularly prize iL But our habits may be su<.:b that ii 
seems 10 us loathsome~ and under those conditions. th.e ve.ry thought of 
eating it may be pausco.ting to us. (The most drastic instance is. of. course, 
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provided by the ideal diets of cannibol>.) When the body rebels at ,uch 
thoughts, we have a clear in.'1ance of the ways whereby the realm of sym-
bollcity may affect the sheerly biologic motions of animality. Instances of 
"hexing" arc of the same sort ( as when a tri~man, ~n entering his ten.I, 
finds there the sign that for some reason tbcise an authonty have. decreed his 
death by magic, and he promptly begins to waste away and die under the 
burden or this sheer thought). · 

A merely Juony ~ample concern• an anecdote told by the anthropolo-
gist, Fran% Boas. He had gone to a feast being given by Esquimaull. As a 
good anthropologist, he would establish rapport by eating what they ate. 
But there was a pot full o( what he took 10 be blubber. He duti!ully took 
some, and felt sick. He went outside the igloo to recover. There he met an 
Esquimau woman, who was scandali1.ed when she heanJ that they were 
scr.·ing blubber. For they hadn't told her! She rushed in-but came out soon 
nfter in great disgust. Lt wasn't blubber at nil, it was sin,ply du".'J'lings. l;lnd 
the good savant only known, he could hove taken dumplings to his stndc. 
But it was a b<tllle indeed for him to hold them down when he thought of 
them as blubber! 

So. In defining man as the symbol-using animal, we thereby set the 
conditions for 35.k.ing: Which ·motives derive Imm man·s animality. which 
from his symbolici1y. and which Crom the combination of the two7 Physical-
ity is. of course, subsumed in animality. And though the principles of ,ym-
bolism arc not reducible to shocrly physical terms ( qulle as the rule.- of 
football arc nol so n,ducible despite the physicality of the plllycrs' hulks and 
motions as such). the meanings cannot be conceived by empirical or_ganisms 
CJtcept by the aid of ·a shecdy physical dimension. 

One fllrthcr point. o:nd we shall ha\'e finished with our lirst clause. 
In his anblysis of dream symbolism. Freud laid great stress up(ln the t"'O 
processes or 0 conden.sati.on·· and '"displacement.•• Hi.s obscr:v,uions urc wc.U 
t;:1ken. But. since. we are here ming the term .. symbolism'' in_ o much wider 
scn.-.c"=" we might remind o~lves thnt the proc~s of ·•condensation'' and 
"displaccmcm" arc not confined merely lo the symbolism o r drcnms and 
ncuros<."5, but arc also an ~spcc;t of nonnnl !iymbol ~)'Stems. A Cundnni~ntnJ 
resource 0 na10r:il" tu symbolism is .wb.w'wrlon. Fur instance, we \!.;m par.i-
phra~e. a stalcment~ if you don't l!et jt 0:n~ wn_y. wi: can try another wny. 
\Ve trans.l:i1c Engli.s.h into French. F.i.hrc-nhcit into C~ntigradc, or use the 
Om:k lcuer pi to dcs'i~natc tho ratio of the circumf<renc. or a circle t<> Its 
djume1cr, othC:rwisi: S1:ucd tis 3.14 t S9· . . . . 1 n this sense, ~ubsti1ution is a 
quite ra1ionu.l resource or symb,,Jism. Yet it is but a murt !?cnernl :tspc.:t uf 
what Freud meant by "dlspl.ac,,mcnr• (which i~ n confused kind or substi-
tution) . 

Or, 35 Horne Tooke poimed oul a cc-ntury and n hair 41,!:0. a typical 
resource or languag~ is abbreviorion. And qb .. •iousJy, nbbrc:viallcm is ul$0 a 



8 PIV"B !IUMMA.RIZTHO 1!:SSAYS 

kind of S1Jbslitutlon, hence a kind o( "displacement," while it is also neces-
sarily a kind nr "condcnsatiorL" And language is an abbreviation radically. 
If I rder to Mr. Jones by name, 1 have cut countlm comers. as regards the 
particularities of that pankular person. Or if 1 say, "Let's make a fire," 
think of what all I hove left out. as regards the specific doing. Or if I give a 
book a tltlo, I thereby refer to, while leaving unsaid, all that is ,ubsumod 
under that title. Tht1S. condeo~atioo also can be viewed as a species or sub-
stitution. And a quite "rational" kind of "condensation" hos taken place if, 
instead or rdtrring 10 '-"tables/' "chairs/' and 0-rugs." I refer to Hfumi.turc," 
Ot if we put "patcnl5'• for .. mother and father," and ·~sibling$,.. (or 11brothen 
or si:Sters. '' 

To say as much is to realize how many muddles such as Freud is 
concerned whh may also be implicit in the symbols o{ "condensation" in 
ha particular sense of the term. For my remarks are not intended as a 
"refutation" of Frc.ud's terminology. By all means, my haggling about "con-
densation" and "displacement" as aspects o! all symbolizing is not meant to 
question hJs Une of investigation. All I run saying is that there still arc some 
dividing lines to be drawn between the two realms (of symbolism In his 
sense and symbolism in general). 

In any case, Freud (like Frazer) gives us ample grounds for trying 
l'!evct to forger that, on~c emo1ionn.J involvcmc.nt is added to ,ymbo~m's 
1csources oJ suMtitution ( which include/I the invitations to both condensa-
tion and dlsplncemt,nt) the conditions are set foe the symbol-using animal, 
'with itJL ailments both physically and symbolically es1gcndered, to tinker 
with such va:rying kinds or subttitution as we encounter in men's modes of 
penance, expiation, compensation, paying or fines in lieu of bodily punish-
ment. and cult ol the sc:apegoa't. 

Obviously, to illustrate this point, there is an embarrassment of riches 
everywhere we choose to look, in the bjstory of mankind. But, almost by 
accident, let us pick one, lro'm a book. R•alm of the Incas, by Victor W. 
Von Hagen. I refer to the picture of• 

propitiatory cairn, called afNlchtto, Couod In i ll or ibe high places of 
Peru oa the aodeot road. A5 heavily laden. travelers pu.sed aloog·the 
roid, they placed a 1tonc oo lhe apacheta as a symbol ol i.be burden. 
"and ao lch their tiredness behind.•• 

We ore further told that uThe Persians. the Chinese, and the Greeks 
adopted more or lCS$ the =e Cu!tom." 

St1bstitudon sets the condition for °'transcendence," since there is a 
technical sense in which the name for a thing can be said to "transcend" 
the thing oruncd ( by making for a kind of "=cnl" from ibc realm of 
motion :ind 1DJ1ttcr to the rcolm or essence and spirit). The subterfuges of 
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euphemism can carry this process still further, culminating in the resources 
of idealization tha.t Plato perfected through his diale;:tic of the Upward Way 
and Downward Way. 

The designation ol man as the symbol-using animal parallels the tra-
diliQnal foanulas, "'rt>tio!llli animal'' and Homo sap/ens-but with one, 
notable difference. These earlier versions are honorific, whereas the idea 
of •ymbolicity implies no S1Jch temptation to scll-llahtery, and to thi1 extent 
is more admonitory. Such definitions as "two-rooted land-animal" (referred 
to in Aristotle's Topics) or "featherless biped" (rercrrcd to in Spinoza's 
Ethics) would be inadequa.te because they would confine ibe horizon lo the 
realm of motion. 

So much for our first clause. 

Ill 

The second clause is: lnrentor of th• negntlv,. I am not wholly happy with 
the word, "inventor." For we could not properly say that man "inyeoted" 
the negative unless we can also say that man is the "invcnta<" of language 
it.sell. So far as shttrly empirical development is concerned, it might be 
more accurate to say that language and the negative "invented" man. ln 
any case, we arc. here concerned with Lhe fact that there arc no negatives 
in nature, and that this ingenious addition to the universe is solely a product 
of human symbol sy,tems. In an age when we arc told, even in son·g. to 
"accentua.to the positive." and when some experu in verbalization make 
big money writing iMpirational works that praise "the power oC positive 
thinking.'' the ~econd clause of my definition must take on the difficult and 
thankless taslc of celebrating that peculiarly human ma(Vcl, the negative. 

I have discussed elsewhere what an eye-opener the chapter, "The Id•• 
o! Nothing,'' was lo me, In Bergson's Crtative Evolution. It Jolted me into 
realizing lhal there are no ncg;ttives in naturo, where everything simpl)' ls 
what it is :ind as it is. To look for negatives in nature would be as absurd 
as though you were to go out hunting !or tJ1c square root of minus-one. 
The negative is a runction peculiar to symbol systems, quite as the square 
root of minus-one is an implication of a certain mathematical symbol system. 

The quickest way to dcmoru,rate the sheer symbolicity of the nega-
tive is to k.ok at any objC!'t, say. a table, and to remind yoursell that, though 
it ls exactly what It is, you could go on for the rest of your life saying all 
the things that it is Dot. "It is Dot a boo!<, it is not a house, it is not Times 
Sq .. uarc.. c1e., etc. 

One o( 1hc negalivc's prime uses, as Bergson points. out, involves ltJL 
role with rcgacd to unrullillcd expectation.s. 1£ I am expecting a certain 
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situation, and.a different situation QC()Urs, I can say tba.t the apected situa-
tion did not occur. But so rar os the actual state or affairs is co!IC<!rned, 
some situation positively prevails . .and that's that. If you arc here but some-
one i.s expecting to meet you elsewhere. he will not meet you elsewhere 
because you positively are hero. l can '!Sk, "Does the thermometer read 
54?" And if it registers anything in the world but 54, your proper answer 
can be "I t is not 54.'' Yet then:'s no sucl! thing as It's simply not being 54; 
it i.r 53, or 55, or whatever. 

However, I would make ooc change of emphasis with regard to Berg-
son's fertile chapter. Hls stress is a bit too "Scieotistic" for spc<fifically 
"Dmmatistic" purposes. Thus, in ketping with the stress upon matters of 
koowh:dgc, he stresses the propositional ncgntivc, "It is noL" Dramatist-
ically, the stress should be upon the hortato ry negative, "Thou shalt not." 
The ncgati\'c begins not ns a resource: of definili.on or information, but as a 
command, as " Oon"t." l!s more "Sclentistic" potcnlialitics develop later. 
And whereas-Bergson is right in observing that we can' t have an "idea ol 
nothing" (that we must irm.gine o black spot, or something bein$ an-
nihilated. or an abyss, or some such), I submit that we can have an "idea 
or No," oo "idc,i of don't." The Exis1cnlialis1s may amuse themselves and 
bewilder us wilh paradoxes about le- Ni ant, by the sheer linguistic trick 
tn:oting no-thing "" :m nbs1ruse kind of something. Ifs good showmanship. 
But there's no paradox about the idea of "don't," and a child can )cam its 
meaning early. . . 

No. I must revise that sLatc.mc.nt $0mc-what. ln ont: sense., there IS a 
p,radox about "<k1n'L" For the _negative is btit a prin'cipli!, an id, a, not • 
name for a thing. And thus, whereas an injunellon such a., "thou·shalt not 
Jclll" is understandable enough as a negative id,a. ii also bas about its edges · 
the positive irnag• or kflling. But 11,e main point is: Though • chi.Id may not 
always ob'ey the "thou shalt not," and though 1hcre may inevitably be, in 
the oiling, an imoge 'positively iuviting disobedience, the child "gets the 
idc~" 

Jn th.is sense, though we can't have an 4"idca or nothing," we can have 
an "idea of no." When first working on the negative, I thought of looking 
through the documents on. the training or Helen Keller and Laura Bridge-
man, whose phY3ical privalions made it so difficult to teach them language. 
And in both cases the records showed that the bor1atory negative was 
taught first , and it was later applied for use as propositional n<gativc, with-
out .cxpllci1 recognition of the change in application. 

Thccc i.s a superbly relevant passage in EmC'l'SO~'s early long ~y, 
Nature, in the chapter "Discipline," a paragraph eodmg thus: All things 
"•hall hint or thunder to man the laws or right and wrong. and echo the 
ten commandments.'' In oor scheme. this could be presented thus: "Reverse 
lhe stnlcmcnt, start with the principle ol negation as in the Mosaic Dcca-
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Ioguc, and everything eocounttr<d along your way will be ncgativc:ly in-
fused.'' 

In 0~1er words, if our char.tetcr is bull I o f ·our responses ( posliivc or 
negative) to the 1hou-shuh-nors uf niomlity. and if we_ necessarily approach 
life Crom the sta.ndpoipt of our pcrsonaJWcs, w,U not nll c.xp<.ricnC~ reflect 
the genius of this ncga1ivil)"J L;\'-'"S arc essentially. neg.1tivc: ''mine" c~uals 
"not thine"; insofar ns property is nu1 protccicd by the tbou-shalt-not s or 
either moral or 'ci,,Jl Ja,v, it ls 0 0 1 protcctcJ :11 all. 

The negative principle in morals is often hidden lx·hind n '.co~m or 
qua.i-posilivcs. One can appreciate this situatioa Dl\lSt readily by thcn~cng or 
monastic discipline. The day moy be filled with a constant successi?n. of 
positive acts. Yet they arc ullimately tuidcd "'. regulated by P'?5c~pbve 
principles. involving acqulcscncc to vows conscaou~Iy nnd consct~~uously 
tnkcn, while such vows come <o lulftllmcnt form•lly LR.such admorut1ons as 
are embodied in the Decalogue. Next bearing in mind such clear evidence 
o[ the moralistic negativity that underlies the "qunsi- positivcs'' ol the mo-
nasti.c ri1uals and routines, look nt sheerly sc-cular ambitions, whb thdr 
countless ways or "justif)'ing-· c,ncself-:,nd all such efforts 100 will be seen 
for what they are, not .simply positives. but "quasi-positives." countless 
improvised .ways ol responding to the negativity so basic 10 ntan ..s moral 
agent. . . 

T hus, all definitions stressing ninn ns moral agent would oc 1n with 
this clause (ir I may quote o rclcvnn1 p.usagc from a recent book of mine., 
TIie Rhetoric: of Re/lg/on) : 

Action involve, cl,orocter, which involves choic~~od the /arm 
of ~hoic:e att:afos its perfection i.o the distinction betv..--ceo Yes aod 
No (wall and shall-no1, will aod will-not). Though tl1e concept of 
sheer morion is non-ethical, ·ac/iQn implies the ~•hicnl, the bumao 
personality. He~ the obvious c.lcis, coonection between the ethical 
aod oep.tivity, ·as iodica1cd in the Dealoguc.1 

b more needed on this point? We might say a fc.w words ~bout the 
role ol ant.id1csis in what arc o!ien called "polM" tem,s. nol just Y cs-No, 
but such 5imilarty c:onsuuc:tcd pairs o.i;: truc-fah;c, order-disorder. cosmos• 
ch11os, succcss-foilu.rc, pence-war. p1cnsurc--pa.in, clean-uncle.an, life-death, 
love-hale. Theu, arc to be distinguished lrom sheerly positive terms. The 
word "table," (or instance, involves no thought of counccr-toblc, and-table. 
non-table, or un-table (cx.etpl pcrluips in the inventions or our quite posi-
tively negative-minded poet. E. E . Cummings). 

We need not now decide whether, in such paired opposites, 1bc posi-

J lt tuueats tbe thouatu 1h1.1 our .,cc;ond clau!oc m.i.P,c be rcphnucd: '\Mor11li:ud by 
the acp:ch·c." 
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live or the negative member of the pair Is to be considered as c=ntially 
prior. We can settle for the indubitable fact that all moral terms are of tbia 
polar son. And we can seule merely for the fact that such positives and 
nega~vea imply ~ach orher. However, in a hit-and-run sort of way, before 
hurrymg on, I might avow that I personally would trcal the negative as in 
principle prior, for this reason : ( 1) Yes and No imply each other; (2) in 
their role as opposJlcs, they limit each orher; ( 3) but Ii mi ration itself is the 
"negation of part o[ a divisible quantum." ( I am quoting from the article 
on Fichte in the Encyclopaedia Britannica, eleventh edition. ) 

There is an implied sense o( negativity in the ability to u,;e words at 
al(. For to use them properly, we must know that they are nor the things 
they stand for. Next, since language is extended by metaphor which grad-
ually becomes the kind of dead metaphor we call abstrnction, we mus1 
kn~w that metaphor i; .not literal. Further, we caMol Ol.'IC language maturely 
unuL we are spontaneously at home in irony. (Thal is. if the wca1her is 
biid, and someqnc says, uwbat a beautiful day!" we spontaneously know 
that he docs not mean what the words say on !heir face. Children, be[orc 
reaching "the ngc o[ reason," usually find this twist quite disturbing, and are 
likely lo object thal it is not a good day. Dramatic irony. of course, carries 
such a principle o[ negativiry to ilS most complicated perfecrion.) 

Our tendency 10 write worl(s on such topics-as "The Spirit of Chris-
tianity," or "The Soul of Islam," or "The Meaning of Judaism," or "Buddha 
and Eternity.'' or "Hinduism and Metempsychosis," leads us to overlook a 
strongly negatlvistic aspect of religions. I refer here not just to the principle 
o[ moral negativity already dis.:us«:d. but also to the fact thnt religions arc 
so often built anti1ht1ically to other persuasio.os. Negative motivation of 
this sort is attested by such steps as the formation of Christianity in opposi• 
tlon to paganism, the formation of Protestant offshoots in opposition to 
Catholicism, and the current reinvigoration of churchgoing, if not exactly 
of religion. In oppositio.n to communism. So goes the dialc:clic! 

Only one more consideration, and we arc lbcougb with thoughts on 
this clause In our definition: 

In an advertising world that ls so strong on the glorification of the 
positive (as a way or selling either goods or bads), how make the negative 
enticing? .Al times the job has been done negatively. yet effectively, by· the 
threat o[ hell But wbar sanctions can we bes! build on now? 

What a-notable irony we here· confrooil For some of man's greatest 
aclS of geniiu arc in danger of transforming millions and millions ot human 
agcnis into positive parliclcs of sheer motion that go on somehow, but that 
are negative. indeed as rcgords "vcn the minimum expectations to which we 
might feel entitled. 

And what is this. new astounding irony? Prcc:iscly the fact that all 
these new positive powers developed by the new technology have intnr 
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duccd a vast new era or negativity. For they arc deadly indeed, unless we 
make haste lo develop the controls (the negatives. the thou-$halt-not'.s) that 
become necessary, if these great powen are to· be kept from getting out of 
band-

Somcwhit ironically, even as the possibilities of ultimate man-made 
suicide beset us, we also race an opposite kind of positive technologic 
threat lo the resources of our moral negativity. 1 refer to the current "popu-
lation explosion.'' 1n earlier days, the problem was solved automatically by 
plagues, !amines, high rare or infant mor1ality, and such. But now the J>O$i· 
live resources oC lcc:hnology have undone much of those natural "adjust. 
me.n~." '° that new burdens arc placed upon the Muscles of Negativity as 
the need arifes for grca1er deliberate limitation of offspring. 

However, ironically again, we should not end our discussion of this 
clause until we have reminded ourselves: There is a ltlod of aesthetic nega-
tivity whereby any moralistic thou-shalt-not provides material for our enter-
tainment, as we pay to follow imaginary account\ of "deviant•., who, in all 
sort& o( ingenious ways, are represented as violating these very Don'ts. 

IV 

Tbicd clause: &,,.,,..,itd from his naturql condition by /nstrumtnts of his 
own fflJJk/ng. It concern• the fact that even the most primitive of tribes ate 
led by inventions to depart iomcwbat (rom the needs of food, shelter, icx 
as defined by the survival standards of sheer animaUty. TI\e implements or 
hunting and husbandry, with corresponding lmplemcnls o( war, maltc for a 
set of babils that become a ltind of "secood nature," as a special sci or 
expectations, lhaped by custom. comes to seem "natural." (I r:ecall once 
when there was a breakdown of the lighting equipment in New York Oty. 
Ju the newspaper., the next day told of the event, ooe got .almost a scnse 
of mystical terror from the description of the darkened streets. Y ct but 
fifty miles away, that same evening, we had been walking on an unlit road 
by our house in the country, lo a darkness wholly "natural." lo the "sccoad 
nature" of the city, something so natural as. dark roadwu )'$ at night wu 
wdrdly "un.naturaJ. ") 

Titis clause I• designed to take car:e of th0<c who would define mao 
as the utool-usiag animal" (lromo faber, homo economicus, and such) . Io 
adding this clause, we arc immediately reminded or the close lie-up be-
tween tools and language. Imagine trying to run a modem fac:1ory, for in-
stance, without the vast and often ungalnly nomenclatures of the varioiu 
technological specialties, without instructions, education, spcci6catioos, fil-
ing 1y1tcm1, accountancy (Including mathematics and moocy or oome 
similar counters). And I already reicrred to the likelihood that the develop-
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mcnt of tools requires • kind of attention not possible without symbolic 
means of conccptualiialion. 1bc connCC"tion between tools and language is 
also obscr;nb)e in what we might call the "second level" aspect of ·both. I 
rc;Jcr to the fa.ct that. wht:rcas one might think of other animallfi ns using 
cenain rudiments of symbolism and rudimentary tools ( for instance .. when 
an ape learns to use n stick as a means Or rak·lng tn a bar,ana that the. expcri· 
mentcr has purposely p111 beyond arm's length), in both cases the "rcOexivo" 
dimcn,ion is rnlssin~. Animal, do not 11, c words about words ( •s with tho 
dcfi~ition., or a dictio nary )-and though an ape may even kam to put two 
sticks together as a way of extending his reach in case the $ticks arc so made 
that one. can be fitted into t1lc other, he would not uikc. n knife and de-
liberately hollow out the end of one stick to make po5siblc the insertion of 
the other stick . This is what W< mean by the reBcxive or second-level aspect 
of human symbolism. And it would presumably apply also to such complc.< 
sign systems as bees apparently hnve, lo spread information about tbe dis-
·tance and direction or a newly discovered rood supply. Apparently investi-
gators ·really have "cracked" such .n code in cermin dancelike motions of 
bees--0u1 we should hardly expect ever to find that studoot bees are taught 
the langunge by teacher bccs, .or that there.are npiaries where ~es formulate 
the grammar and Jynlax of such signaling. " Information" In the sense of 
it\ec:r mo1ioo ls n(>l tbw. .. ,e ncxivc," but rather i.s Ukc that of an electric 
circuit where. if a car is. o.n a ccrlaln stretch ol track, it autqmntically turns 
of! the current on the adjoining piece of traclc, so that any car on that othe~ 
picco of track would slop through laclc of power. The car could be said to 
be-hnvc in nccorda·ncc with this ... information ... 

However, in saying that I.he human powers of symbolicity arc inter-
woven with the capacity for making tools (and particularly for making tools 
that make tools) , we still haven't answered one objection. 11 the two powers 
involve each other, ir the same rcncxive ttait it c.baractcristic of botl1~ why 
ilart with symbol-using rather thao with toolmaking? I'd propose an answer 
of this sort: 

FormaUy. is not tho choice Implicit in the very act of definition itself? 
If we defined mn:n first of all as th.e tool-u~ing animal (or, ol.d style, as 
homo faber rather than as homo .rap/en.,). our definition would not be tak-
ing into account the "priority" of its very own nature as a definition. Inas-
much as definition is a symbolic act, it must begin by explicitly recognizing 
its fotmal grounding in the princi11le of definition as an act. lo choosing 
any dcfinicfon at all, one lmplidtly represents man as the klnd of nnimal 
that i.s capable o( definition (that i.s to say, capable of symbolic action). 
Thus, even if one views tho power• of speech and mcchanical invention as 
murually involving each other, in a tcchni.cal or formal sense one should 
make the implications explicit by treating the gilts of symbolicity as the 
''prior" member of the pair. 
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Also. we should note that one especially good result follows fr.om 
this choice. Those who begin with the stress upon tools proceed to define 
language itself as a species of tool. But though instrumentality is an im-
portant aspect or language. we could not properly treat it as the essenc• of 
language. To define language simply as a species of tool would be like 
delining metals merely as species of tools. Or like defining sticks and stones 
simply ·as primitiv.c weapons. Edward Saplr's view of language ns "n col• 
lee.live means of e~ptession" points in n m9re appropriate direction. The 
iostTumental value of language certainly accounts for much or its develop-
ment, ond this instrumento.1 valµe or language may even have been respon-
sible for the sun•lvol of Jonguogc itself ( by bclp,ng the language-using 
animal to survive}, quil.c as the insLrUmentnl value of language in develop-
ing atomic P9Wer now threatens the survival of the language,usio_g animal; 
but to say ns much is no t by any means to say that language is in its essence 
a tool. Language is a spe.cics of action, symbolic action-and its nature is 
such that it can be us.cd as a tool. 

In any case. the 1oolmaking propen$ities envisioned In our third clause 
result in the complex network ol material operations and properties, public 
or private, that arise through men's ways of livelihood, with the dlfiw:nt 
classes of society tbal arise through the division of labor and the vorylng 
rclatiooships to the property structure. And that brings us to our fourth 
clause. 

V 

Fourth c.lnusc: Goaded by rhe .rpirit o/ /1/erorchy. But if lhot sounds too 
weighted, we coul'd settle Coe, "Moved by a sense o( order." Under this 
clnusc, of course, wou.ld fall the incentives of organiznlion and status. Jn my 
Rlretoric of Marfrts, l tried to trace the relation between social hierarchy 
and mystery, or guilt. And l carried such speculations further in my 
Rh~torlc o/ Religion. He.re we encounter ~ecular analogues of 11original sin." 
For. despite any cull or good manners and humility, to the CJ1tcn1 that a 
social structure becomes differentiated, with privileges to some lhat arc 
denied to others. the.re nre the conditions for a kind o! "built in" pride. 
King and peasant are "mysteries" to each other. Those "Op" arc guilty of 
not being "Down," those "Down" arc certainly guilty of DQt being "Up." 

Herc mnn's skill with symbols combines with his negativity nod with 
the tendencies towards different modes of livelihood implicit in the inven-
tiol)S that make for division o! labor, the result bcing definitions and differ• 
entialions and allocations of property protected by the negativities of tho 
law. I por1icularlfllke E. M. Forstcr·s novel, A Passage co India, lot its 
inge,nious ways of showing Jiow social mystery··can become iatcrwo\lcn with 
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ideas o( cosmic mystery. The grotesque 6ctioos of Franz Kalka arc mar-
velous in this regard. The use of the word ''Lord," to designate sometimes 
the Dc.iry and sometimes an aristocrat, in itself indicates the shirt between 
the two kinds of "worship." In Book of the Courtier CastigUooc brings out 
the relationship nicely wheo he writes or ltnccling on one knee IO the sov-
ereign, on both knees to God. Or, in ancieot Rome, th& application of the 
term 11on1lfu muximus to the .Emperor specifically recognized his " bridg-
ing'' relationship as both a god aod the head of tbe social hierarchy. Milton's 
use of te-rms such as Cbe[ubim, Seraphim, Throo~. Dominations, Powers, 
rellects the conceiving or supernatural relations after the 11!1lllogy of a social 
Jadder. The religious vision of the city o_n a hiU is similarly Infused-making 
in a.JI a riggurot-like struclur<> without skys_crapers. (Recall a n,lated iDlAge, 
El Greco·s painting of Toledo.) And, of cour.ic, the principles of such 
hierarchal order arc worked out with imagina.tive and in.teUcctwtl fullness in 
Dante's Divi11t Com,o.dy. The medieval pageant probably represents the per-
fection of this design. AU the various "mysteries" were n,prcsentcd, each 
distinct Ctom all the others, yet all parts or lhc same overarching order. 

VI 
By now we should also bave taken can, of such definitions as man the "po-
litical animal" or the "~lure-bearing animal." And for a while, I [cit that 
tbcsc clauses suQiciently covered the ground. However, for n:asons yet to be 
~l;iined, l decided that a fmal codicil was still needed, thus DlJlking in all: 

Man is 
1/1< symbol-wing (symlx,l-makirog, symbol-misusing) animal 
lnv,m,or o/ 1he negative (or 1f!Oralite.d by the. negaJ/11~) 
s~paraud Jrom hil nalural condition by -instrumenu of his. D'Wn male• 
ins 
gooded by lh•·•plrir of hierarchy (or moved by th< nns, o/ order) 
o.nd rollua wills ~r/tc.tlon. 

I must hurry to explain and justify this wry codicil. 
The principle of perfection is central to the natute of language as mo-

tive·. The mere desire to oarn~ something by its "proper'• name. or to speak 
a language in illl distinctive ways is intrinsi.ca.Uy "perfectionist." Whal is more 
•'perfectionist·· in essence than the impuJsc. when one is in dire need of some .. 
thing, to so state this need !bat one in effect "defines'' the situation? And even 
a poet who works out cunning ways of distorting language docs so with per-
fectionist principles In mind, though bis ideas of improvement involve re-
condite stylistic twists that may nol disclose lb.cir lnlc n.ature as judged ·by 
less perver.ic tests. 

Thoughts DD this subject induce us to aucmpt adapting, for aheorJy 
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logologieal purpose!, the Aristotelian concept or the "cntelechy," the notion 
tha.t each bdng aims at the perfection natural ID its kind (or, etymologically. 
is marked by a "possession of relos within"). The stone would be nil that l, 
needed to make It a st<)ne; the tree would be all that is needed lo make it a 
tree; and man would ( or should! ) be all that is needed lo make him the per-
fectly ·"rational" being (presumably a harder cntcl<ehinl job to accomplisl1 
than lower kinds of entities confront). Our point is: \Vhcrcas Aristotle seems 
to have thought or all beings in terms or the entclechy ( in keeping with the 
ambiguities-of his term. kincsi.,, which includes something of both ''action" 
and "motion"), we arc confining our use of the principle 10 ihe realm or sym-
bolic action. And in keeping with this view. we would st11temcrely: There is 
a principle of perfection implicit in the nature of symbol systems; and in 
keeping with his nnture as symbol-using animal. mnn is move.d by this 
principle. 

At this point we must pause to answer an objection. In Beyond 1ht 
P/tasure Prinriplt ( near the end of Chapter V) Freud explicitly call~ upon 
us "to nbandon our belief that in man there dwells an impulse towards per-
(ectioo, whloh has br-ought him to hls present heights of intellectual prowess 
an~ subUmation." Yet a (ew sentences Inter in that same closing paragraph, 
we find him saying . .. The rcpr~ivc ins.Linet never cc-.ases to strive after its 
complete sati:s.fncdon.'' But are not 1hese two sentcnc.e.s mutu31Jy contrndic-
tory? For wh<1t cuutd more clearly reprc~cnt an " impulse to perfection" than 
a 11striving1

' after ''complete satisrnction''? 
The alternative !bot Freud proposes to the striving after perfoction is 

whnt he c;ills a ''rc(l"tition compulsion." And near the end or Clt.,prcr Ill he 
hns described it thus: 

One knows people with whom every hum.an relationship cods io 1bc 
1mmc w3y; bcnefoc1ors Whose pro1C~s. however dlfft.rcnt they may 
othcrv,.-ise have been. iov11r.iably u£ter a time descn- thern in ill,will, 
$0 thnl 1he)' arc npparcntly condemned to drnin le> 1hc dn;~ a11 the 
bittcmcs! o"f ingralilude; men with whom every friendship e-ods in 
1he, frlcnd1s 1rc:ac"i:ry: 01h.c.n. who iod~6nilcly often in tbdr Jives 
Invest .some other person wilh aulhoriiy eithc.r Io 1hcir own eye~ or 
generally. and themselves overthrow such =-u1hority afrcr a. given 
lintt>. only 10 replace it by a ocw one; lovtn whose tender reJ:uioo-
·s:hips wiih womco each :ind all run through the m1me phases a.ad 
come 10 the same eod. and so on. We arc less astonished 11l. this 
''co<U6$ repetition or the ~ame" if there is Involved a quution of 
active bch11Viour on the ~rt or 1hc person concerned, and if we 
dctc.~t in his cb.irnctcr a.o t.1oaltcrablc Ir.lit which mu.n always m.ani-
fcst jtself in lhe repetition of idcoticel c.xpcricoCC$. FM mott strikiog 
nn: those coses where 1he person.seem, to be c"pcricociog something 
passively, without exerting 11.ny inttucoce of bis owo.. Bnd yet alw11,ys 
meet! with the same fate over aod over ig;i.i.n. 
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Freud next mentions in Tasso~, Guusalemme Lib~rata the sro.ry of 
the hero Ta11cred who, having unwittingly slain Im beloved Oorinda, later 
in an enchanted wood hews down a iaU tree with his sword, and when blood 
streams lrom the gash in the tree, be hears the voice of Clorinda whose soul 
was imprisoned in the tree, and who reproaches hlm for having agaiii 
' 'wrought" the same "baleful deed." 

Freud secs in all such inst;ul<;cs the workings of what he calls the neu-
rotic ancmpt to so shape one's later .lifo that some onrlier unresolved prob-
lem is lived over. and over again. Fn;ud a.Jso calls it a "1dcstiny compulsion." 
to bring out the thought tluit the sulTerer unconscii,usly strives 10 form his 
destiny in accordance with lhis earlier pattern. 

My point is: Why should such a "destiny compulsion" or "rcpetitioo 
compulsion" be viewed as antithetical to the "principle o( perfection"? ls not 
the sufferer exerting almost superhuman efforts in the artempt to give his 
lire a certain form, so shaping his rclaJlons to people in later years thot they 
will conform perreclly to an emotional or psychological pauern nlrendy es-
tablished in some earlier formative situation? What more thorough iUustra-
tions could one want, of a drive to make one's life "perfect," despite the fact 
that such efforts at perfect.ion might cause the uncon$clous striver great 
suffering? • 

To get the point, we 11ced simply widen the concept of r:rtccllon to 
the point where we can nlso use the terrn iro11ica/ly, as when we speak o( a 
''perfect Cool" or a "pcr(cct villain." And, o.f course, I had precisely such 
possibilities in mind when in my codicil l rcCer to man as being "rotrcn" 
with perCection. 

TI,c ironic aspect of the principle is hseH revealed most pencctly in 
oar tendency to c.onccivc of a .. perfecl" enc.my. (Se.e on. " 'Pcdcclion' as a 
Morivc." in Pem,anence and Change, Herrncs edition. pp. 292-294.} T ho 
Nazi version of the Jew, as developed in Hitler's Mr ill Kamp/, Is the moot 
lhoroughgo.ng instanc.e or such ironic "perfection .. in recent ttmes, though 
strongly similar trends keep manifesting Lhcmstjvcs In current controversies 
between "East" and "West." J suppose the most "perfect" definition of mnn 
,along these lines is the formula derived from Plautus: lromo homini lupus, 
or one to suit the sort of imaginary herding animal that would fit Hobbes's 
notion or the b~lli..tm omniwn ronr,u omnes. 

nie principlc,of pcrfecrion in this dangerous sense deaves susteoan~ 
from other primary aspeclS of syn1bolicily. Thus, the principle of drama is 
implicit in the idea or oction, and the principle of vlctimnge is implicit in the 
nature o( drama. The negative helps radically to define tho clements to bo 
victimized. And inasmuch as substitution i~ a prime resource or symbol •ys· 
toms the conditions arc scl for cothnrsis by scapegoat (including the "nat-' 
ural" invitation to "project" upoa the enemy any troublesome traits of our 
own lbat we would negate). And the unresolved problem.1 of "pride" that 

Definition o( Man 19 

arc intrinsic to privilege also bring the motive of hierarchy to bear ?""; for 
many Jdnds,o( guilt, resentmenr. and rear tend lo cluster about the hterarchal 
psychosis, with its corresponding se3J'Ch for a sacrificial principle su·ch as cao 
become embodied in a politico! scapegoat. 

Similar ominous invitations along these lines derive from the tcrmi-
nistic fact that, as Arlstorlc observes in his Rlu:totiC. antithesis i.s an excep-
tionally effective rhotorical device. There is its sheerly formal Jure, in giving 
dramatic saliency and al l$t apparent clarity to any issue. One may find 
him.~H hard put to define a policy purely in its own terms, but one can ad-
vocate it pecsuasively by an urgonl assurance that it is decidedly o8ainrt 
such-and-such other policy with whlch people may be disgruntled. For this 
reason also, the use of .antithesis helps deflect embarrassing criticism (as 
when rulers silence domestic controversy by turning public attention to ani-
mosity against some foreign country's policies). And in this way, of COUISC, 
antithesis helps r<inCorce unification by scapcgo>L 

The principle o[ perfection (the .. cntelechlal" principle} figures in 
other notable wa)'$ as regards lhc gcniu.~ of symbolism. A given tcrrninology 
contains various implications, and there is a corresponding "pecfectionist" 
tendency for men to allcmpt carrying out those implications. Thus, each of 
out,s.cientific nomenclatures suggests its· own special range of possible devcl-
opmc:nts1 with specialists vowed to carry out these tc:nninistic pqssibilities to 
the c~tent of !heir pccyonal ability and technical resour=. Each such spe-
cially is like the situation oi an author who has an idea for a novel, and who 
will never rest until he has completely embodied it in a book. Insofar as any 
of these terminologies happen also 10 oonlaln rite risks of qcstroying the 
world. !hat's just too bad; but the fnet remains thai, so far as the sheer prin-
ciples of the investigation are concerned, they are no different Crom those of 
the writer who strives to complete his 11ovcl. There is a kind of "terministie 
compulsion" to carry out the implications or one's terminology, quilc as. if 
an aslronomer discovered by hl.s observations and computntions that acer-
tain wondering body wa., likely to hit the earth and destroy us, he would 
nonetheless reel compelled to nrgu.e for the correctness of hi.f computario11s, 
despite the ominousness of the outcome. Similarly. of course, ·men wiU so 
draw out 1he implications o( their terminologies r,hat new c~talioos are 
orouscd ( promises th<ll arc now largely interwoven with the slate of Big 
Technology, and thot may prove to be true or false, but that can have rcvolu-
\ionary e.l!ccts upon persons who agree with such tcrministie "extropola-
tion.s'") . 

Whereas there sccm,r to be· no principle o[ conlrol intrinsic 10 the ideal 
of carrying out any such set or possibilities 10 its •rpcrfcct" conclusion. and 
wbcre:is all sorts of people arc variously goaded to trac:_k down their particu-
lar sers of tcrmioisticoUy directed insights, !here is al least the fact lhat the 
schemes get in one another's way, thus being to some cucnt checked by 
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rivalry wilh one another. And such is especially the case where olloeation of 
funds is concerned. 

To round out the subject of "perfection," in both honorific and ironic 
1e=s, we might end by observing that, without regard for the ontological 
truth or falsity of the cnse. there ·ate sheerly tcchnicn] reasons, intrinsic to 
lhe nature of language, for belitl in God and lhe Devil. I nsofar as language 
is intrinsicolly hortatory (a medium by which men can obtain the coopera• 
lion of one another) , God perfectly embodies the petition. Similarly, insofar 
as vituperation is a "na1ural"' resource of speech. the Devil p[ovides a per-
fect bull ror invective. Meaven and Hell together provide the ultimate: or 
perlccr, grounding for S(J.nctions. God is also the perfect audience for praise 
and lamentation ·(two primary modes of symbolic action, with Jame_nt.ation 
perhaps the "first' ' of all, as regards tests o( biological priority). Such con-
siderations would provide a strictly logologicaJ treatment of Marrin Buber's 
"I-Thou Re)alion." 

Vil 
So much for the clnll!!<S of our Definition. a definition which most people 
would probably want 1,1 chnrac1criu ns "dcM:rip1ive" rather th:in "norma-
tive,•• y..:t which ls surely nom,ntivc in the 1cn1c thnt its implitati.Ons arc 
strongly adm<1nitory. su.ggcsting the kind of foibles and crotchets which n 
~·comic'' theory of education!! would foa1urc. in asking m:m co center his at• 
rcnlion on the un<lcrs1onding or his ··natural 1<mptations" towards kinds of 
mrbulei1cc that. when rdnJorced with the powers or the new wo)lpons, 
threaten to undo us. 

fm noc 100 sure that. in the present state. or Big Technology's conr-u~ 
slons, any educational policy. even if it were itself p.crrect and were odop1ed 
thro11gh(lu1 the world. woulu be oble to help much, when the world is so 

·ardently beset by su much distress-and malice. The dreary likelihood is that, 
i[ we do avoid the holocnus!. we s.hall Jo so mainly by bits <1f pol.itiCJJ.I patch-
work here and there. with aJliance-s. f:Jllin& suffl,cicntly on the bins across one 
anurhcr, anJ thus getting sulf~icntly in one another's road. s.o that there's 
not en()Uf!h ··~symmetrical perfection" nmong the con1c-S{Onts to SCI up the 
"right'' uJignmcnt 3.i'ld touch it off. 

' In hiJI P1trl.<f a/ Anlmnl,, Q:apt.cr X , Aristotle mentions the dcfini1lon of m:1n n, lhc 
••J1m9l1ing anim.tJ;' t,ut he Joe1 not con~ickir il .11lc11ua1c. Thou.sh 1 would hM1cn 10 
ngm:. t ob,•iously hn,·c a hi& lnve~tmc:n1 in ii, c,win; 10 my conviction 1h:1l m:inkimJ's 
('nly hope is Q cuh ,or c:on_\fay. (Tlle cu1t oC tragcJ) i'i h )Q t'Dger lo hctp OUI with 1'1~ 
hbloc:uM. l\nJ in the lnM 11n:i.trsis, h ts loo pretentiou~ 1·0 allow for the rru~r ri:~OSJ\I• 
tion of our :i..nimali1y,) ,\150, rd file .. ri)ibnity .. under .. ~yrnbot~i1y:· ·~~"' ::s., nmn·s 
f:iu51httr k to be db tin~b hcd from rh.:at of thC' H )'cn:t, Ilk JUfercn« derive;.<; from fdcas 
of i11c.,,, ,:mily lh:u rm: in turn J(riVCU from prindplcs of ccmg,uil.1 m:cc:~rily implicit 
;n :any i:;h·en iyn1.bol .sy~cm. 
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Perhaps because of my special liking £or the sympathelically ironic 
point of view in E. M. Forster's novel A Passage ro Indio. I pince a wan 
hope in the sheer muddle of current international rclatiqns. Thar is, there is 
the chance that the problem, in its very insolubility, al,o contains cnougb 
clements of sclf<anccllatlon 10 keep things from coming 10 a perrccr fulfil· 
ment In a perfect Apocalyptic holocaust. Meanwhile. the most that one can 
do, when speculating on a d;finltion, is to ask oneself whe)her it is turned 
somewhat in the right direction. 

But what of an ending for this discu.ssion? After. so much talk about 
"perfection," l feel quite self-conscious. For obviously. my discussion should. 
itself have a perfect ending. 

A perfect ending should promise something. 1 n this regard. T guess the 
most perfect ending is provided by a sermon in which. 0£1ar a threat or total 
loss unless we mend our ways, we ore promised the hope of total salvation 
ifwe do mend our ways. Bui even though. today. we ,stand as close as man-
kind ever has stood, in secular rega(ds, 10 a choice precisely as radical as 
that, T can build up no such perfectly urgent pauem (partly because. as we 
generally recognize now, ii is impossible for us truly lo imagine 1h01 next 
day, no ma1tcr how cnmesrly some writers try 10 help us by inventing imagi-
n·ary accounts of it. accounts which even they can·1 believe, despite the en· .. 
rerprisc of their imaginin~s) , 

The best I can do is stale my belief that things might be impro\'cd 
somewhat i[ enough people began thinking along the line• uf 1hi< dcfinioion: 
my belief that. if such an approach could be pcrfectc,tl by many kinds or 
critics and educators and sclf-admonishcrs in general. 1hinss might be a 
li1tlc iess bminou!i than orhcrwisc. 

However, al this point I hit upon n kind of F:r,f<tt~ promise for nn end-
ing. As you v.·HI sec. it is conct>rncd wjrh ~r'fccrion on a ,;mnll· ~1!nlc. And 
it has in its favor the: furthet fuct Lhat it involves the modernizini. or pcrfoet-
ing. of o crnditional ,isibn. one: even ~o priinal n:s to be expressed inn nursery 
jingle. I shall gi~ the traditional jini lc firs,. and then my propo!i<:d modcrn-
izs'd perfecting of it. The older form ran thus·: 

IC illl che trees wctc onC!. 1rrc 
\Yb.at. .a great 1rce I h:;u would be 

H all the a;,:es were one a,c 
,Vh-.u :a gr'eiu 11xe th:at would be. 

If all the men wen: oru: man 
'Wh1.u a grc~l nian 'he woultl be. 

And ;c all 1hc e.,s we.re one .se:i 
What a grc:u sea 1h.:u would be-. 



And It tbe groat man 
Toolr. the great ue 
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Aod chopped down the grut tree 
A.ad let it Call into the great sea 

What" SplislrSplash that would hel 

Moderoiud, perfected. tbc form runs ihU>: 
If all the thcrmo-11uclou warhead$ 
Were oae thcnn~nuclear warhead 
What a groat thermo-nuclear ..amead thlll would he. 

U aD the lntercontincotal ballistic .missiles 
Were one intcreootinental balllirlc missile 
What a great intcrcootiDC11tal balli,tic masilc thar would be. 

Jf all the mmrary men 
Were one military mo.n 
What a great military man he would be. 

And if all the lo.ad muses 
Were ooe land m:,ss 
Wb•t • grc.>J land aw, that would be. 

Aod if the gr .. , military moo 
Took rhc grC11t thermo-nuclear warhead 
And put It in10 the great interconti.QeD1Al ballistic missile 
And dropped il on the srci:i1 hand mnu, 

Whot gr,:ot PROGRESs tbot would bel 

C-0mmenrs 
Ooc might ask the question: "What does it mean, to appT011cb re:-.a.li1y through one 
Jaogut\gc rather cbao another? .. Or one might a.s.k: .. Wb1u doc.~ it mc~n to be 
lhc kind or ,11.nim1d thnt USC! any lan_gu;i.gc (to view r~lity 1hrough arry kimJ 
of highly developed ,ymbol ,ys,em)T' Beni>min Lee Whor('s iog~nious ,pccu. 
latioos (many of lhr.m coUectcd in hi.I. volume. LanRu·ag~. TJ~ou1;h1, tmd Renllry) 
suggc&t 1:oswcrs. to the first question. lbe prescot •·0cflnJtion·· has btto coo-
ccmcd mt.he:r with answcrr to the sccood. 

Meo can be sntdied :u individu:ds, :is mcmbcn o( group! (tribes, cln.ud, 
otganizn.tions. :wd I.be like) , or :is gt"Oc:ric11l1y "hum11p,.: ·n,e present essay bas 
been cooccrncd with the m(.lSt ••uni\'t".TS31'* of such clwltic.a~lon.s. But elsewhere 
we- dcilJ wilb lbe (11ct l'h3t the antalysis of p::art.icuhir Idioms can be 100:t hodienlly' 
nAttOwed even to the study of oQe pmicular writer's 1erminology (wilb its own 
UDique ·set ot ''pc,noo.111 tquatioai"). 
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Given tbc range of rru,aoing> ln the ancient Greek!' concept of "politics," 
the anthropologists' deJinitioo of mon u the "culture-beating animal" is oot 
far Crom Aristotle'• view of man u the "political animal." Both imply lbc 
ability to develop aod IJ'ansmit coovcotioos and iM1ltutions. JUSI as Aristotle's 
deftoition setvcs mo$t diniclly for his book oa politjcs, so tbc an1hropologi11,• 
de.flnit:ioa sc.rvc5 most directly for their studies of tribal cuhwes. ""Socia) anllnal" 
might mosr directly suit sociologists. Our poinl Is simply that for our pwpoou 
a 11ill tnore genera) ttarting poiol ts" ocCCHary. analogous to homo M pl~ns. but 
minus the "buih-in" honorific connolations of thot formula ( •hough perhaps it 
did ~rli>rm a no1able rhetorical funcdoo io prodding many of the perverse to 
cherish ar1er the maoncr of Flaubert the lore of la bltis~ humalnt) . For rhc 
ps)'<:hologilot. man ls a •·psychological'' apimal: for the P')"lhoaoalyot a mentally 
skk animal {a psychopathology being a na1wal part of even the average or 
~·normal" Everyman·• e.vcryday life); for the chemist n,an sbou1d be a coogcrtet 
or chemicals; aod so o:o. But siucc man can·, be called any of these w.rious 
things except in.solar as. cocom~u lng the lot, he is the kind of animal that cao 
haggle Dbout tbe dctinitioa of himself, i:~ 1hls -sense he is· what Ernst Cas:,itct 
h·u called the ani,mal 1ymlmlicum.; )'Cl l feel that the pmt•Kantlan "'ay of 
undc1'$tandiog $Uch n formul11 ieods to get epistemof'ogicaUy (uSc:ientinically' .. ) 
aidc1racked from the more ontofogk:al ( .. Dn.mnti&tic·' ) :approach g;ro-uodcd io 
the oJdcr 1chofanic tradition. 

The iOcaliziog·oC rnao as.a species of machiDc: ha!: a&raio g:\Jocd tonsidcn1,bJe 
popularl1y. owing to the grCllt advn~ io automatfoo and .. sophisticated .. com· 
putcn. But ,uch 1hings ore obviow1y inadequate as models sioce. not being 
blologkal or-~a1$1Tts., machines· lac-Jc the cap3city for pie.a.sure or pain (tO ·~Y 
nothing of such 5'1,lbtJcr :dTecdve st.ates as malice, ,ovy, amu:remenr. oondesc:eo· 
,ton, fricndJineS!1 scn1imc:atality. t'mbarras.,mro.t, e-tc .• ad nauseam). One might 
so c.om-trucl a compmef that, if h.s signal.$ got iot.o a tnffic jam, it would give 
(or1h u cry like a child in agony. And this "io_rormnlion" might make you im· 
pulsivcly. despit.e yourself, feel compnuion for it. Yet. not bc.iog an or~niim, 
the ingenious arHfic:iQI construct would alt the while be I\S- impmssivc a.s a 
S1oic:'s Jde.al of the, perfccl philosopher. For though the con1rap1Jon might be 
go ~signed th,u i i could rtcord ils own outcry. it could not "hear .. that cry 
in 1hc M"O$C in whk.h you, M an org.l.o.ism of pleasure and pain, .would hear iL 
Until. like 1hc robots lo Cnpct•.s R .U.R .• men's contrivances c.1n be ma.de 
actu11lly to ache, they cannot pm:tibly serve a, adequntc models· (or the. 10ml 
hum1U1 condition ( lb.at is., for n definition of "m»n in gc:n.c:r3J"). 

When two mo.chines get c.rueUy smtisht!d in an accident. il'S 1111 thi: &:IUl\ct to 
them, so far 3.s pufo goes. Hence a de-finilion or mCUJ without ffiereoce 10 1he 
animality of p.-.in h. on iu fn.cc, D! lnadequ:it~ as a dcfinhioo woulll t,,c thlll 
reduced man to che sheer kinetics o( chcmiscry. Unqu~stiomibly. 1.uch a. reduction 
could 1ell us much ~hout the realm of mot1on, that uodcdiei: our modes of. 
uc-tloo, a nd ·whhout which we could not acl, But we lntuflivtly recognize t.h3l 
aucb tern1s alone cmnno1 deal with the qu:.litics of cxpcri~occ as. we nccc.uarily 
suffer and enact h . (Awareness il5df, by 1hc wny. i.s ambiguowly on the dividio.g 
Une be:twce:o "adlon" and .. knowledge"; or, 01hcn-.1 i..w put, iotujtivc k.nowf~J_ge 
b II spootaotoU$. :,,c:t.ivi1.y much like whM we ca.II An "11c:t o.f f.sithi" u per S:t.n· 
tayatU".s ingc:nlous cao«_pt of .. ADim~I faith.") 

Insofar RS the concept o( "'actioo·• ~is reduc~d 10 terms of "wort ," condi. 
tlons 1.1re set (or ao antilhc1ica1 st.tttS upoo pfay. u with Huiting.i's formula. h omo 



24 

fod7ns. While obviously not gcocraJ enough to C0\11:f all cases, it serves well u 
a.o mstrument to wuo U$ apiosc a:n: overly iostrumco1aJist view of man'.1 ways 
with symbols. Hue would bcloog also a tolaud view of lllllD, as 1be .. ,,uyiiug 
animal," While laughter. like I.ea.rs. Is gr-ouoded in lhc motions oC a.bimAlhy. il 
also depends 1.1pon princ.ipJe1 of conguity that are due to conventions or ·pro-
prieaies developed through lbc resou=s of •ymbolicily. Jt embodies 1h""" norms 
or c,ongruity ":1 re-verse, by th.cir violation within limit.s, a kfnd of .. pltt.oncd 
lncongruily" (as discussed in my P~rmanenc~ ond Clu.1ng<. ) Thus the incongru-
ously pcrfoc.c definition of man. ns a wol.( (in keeping wilb ma.o·s- tradiliott.a.l 
atthu~c towards that much moligncd, but bjgbly.&oda.l-minJcd ao.imal} e9mcs 
down to u~ through comeo.dy. 

Th.c. rclenno= lo proprietics.sugge1ts 1hc obscr~1u..l,;m lh;lf the dcRoltioo of 
m1m as 11 "·nion.l being" centers in that mighty symbolic invcntioo, the ocg;uivc, 
involving 1he ... lhou,.shah~not's'' (and ,corresponding ''thou ihalt'1") of law aod 
consdcncc, and 1hc sa.yiog yes or no 1.0 such pro5eriptioos and prc!ttripr-ions. 
Herc. would tteJoag Whilrna.n's Ct!ltbralioo o( the "Answerer:," ood Nict2.Schc's 
pnmdoxict1J, neg;uivity,suurntcd idea o{ I~ '"Yt.tl·sa.yc.r:· J re.member having 
heard that \ViU1nm Blo,c:k.itooe somewhere dcl10C$ man 3$ a being c:odowcd 
wi!h the C11p.:ici1y for all kiodt of crime .. Though I h:i.ve not been able 10 verify 
lhe rc(ercnCt!, such a OCfinhioo would be ,he most direct fit for commcotarics oo 
the law; yet "'·crime'' Is but o rcOc:< of h.uma.n prow .. -ss io the making or laws, 
lhM is, m:in's "symbolicity,1' And Goethe has o'fTered us an :menuatctl ,·3.riaot 
of the s:1me notion when coafe5.sing 11n ~bi1i1y 10 imo.gfne u.11 kin<l" of crime. 

The third ess1ty will illusar:ue the bus;c symbolic dcvkes under which one 
.d1ou.lcl clus., man us n being typic-aJJy cndowtd with 1hc powcu oC "1nnsceo-
c.lcnce ." And rn:iny subscqucn1 chapters wiU provide othc-.c instance.\ ot .such 
rcs,,urccfulnc-ss (for instunc-c? &he piece on E.mcr.;onian 1ra1t,ccndcntali.s.m) in-
cluding its relation 10 the Mc:racchal moli,·c, os embodied in the .so:cJ,..I order. 

Mun·.\ .. ,i,nc,.binding•· propeosiliC'S woulJ be a ~uhdivision othis Wlffic with 
sytnt'l('lls. Lhoush the. fourth ch11pter wHI also coMiUet 11 seose in which I.he past 
h, pr~crvcd ~·unconsciou.~ly" in the :animal tb.,ucs. 

AJI tolJ, W\? ~houlJ b)' m'>W have n:vicwt<l a i.ufticic.n1 ro.ns:c of C-IISC.."< lo imJi-
cn.tc why we (ccl lhi't ,my pms,blo 1.ldim1 ion ot man will ncec.".c.ara)' fall .some-
where whhin 1hc fh'C ulau5es In our " Da:finilion." a~ic.slly. thc,;c involve coo«pt.1 
of mo1io n ancl nclion (or <,1hcrwi,;c pu1, physiC".1lit)', :mirnuliL)'. and syrnbolici1y). 
AnJ ;1hon: nll, we wouhJ wqnt to cmpha.,izc; Whereas mony o ther Anim.:.ls 
·seem icntith'c in 3 ruclimonu\r-)1 way 10 the modvnting rorcc o f symbol,, tht)' 
sec111 co lack the .. secood~(ov·el'' nsJ)Cct of ~yntbolit:ity 1b:u i, choroc.tcristieauy-
human, the .. rcOcxh'c .. c-ap1,1c:hy to develop highly compl~ symhol ,-y~tems about 
11ormht,I ~Jslem-.. 1h~ p-1111om uf which is h,1dicu.1i:d ia Ari.Mo-tic's definition o{ God 

"1houg.h1 of thoughr." o, fn .Hegc.ri dinlccdC$ of ··~cJf.com•ciousn«s." 
A!I we ptocecd, the~ will be other ch;:mccs to con)iUcr l.hcsc matters. 

Chap1<r Two 

Poetics in Particular; Language in General 

I 
The primary text for this talk will be !ro01 Poe's essay, "The Philowphy 
of Composition." This essay has not fared well with critics. or with 
reader$ generally. Though ii purports 10 be an account of how Poe went 
about the writing of his poem. "The Rnvcn:· and though he might be 
c.xpectcd to know more about his procedures than any one else. the 
general tendency ha$ been t<> feel that he is making· the genesis ol the poem 
look much more dclibcraic thun could possibly have b<:en the case. and 10 
assume 1hnt he did so cilher for purposes 9( showmanship or 10 compensate 
for his own personal shortcomings by representing himself ns n paragon of 
r,uional conirol (a sheerly designing craflsman. who worked out the methods 
and contents of 111< poem by sheer 1heory. deducing c,,:ry detail from 
poclic principles wilb the precision ,,r n dcmonstatfon in Euclid) . 

tl'e would 1ry 10 sho1y. he said, "1h,111hc work proceeded. step by step, 
to its eomple1io11 whh 1hc prcci,lun and rigid cunsc,1ucnccs of a ma1hc-
macicaJ probkm.1

' 

The p~\SStlf!c whic:h J shall use as l)Ur 1cx1 occur$ jus1 after Pllc hns 
.. cxpJnincd1

' how Ju: de-cid'-'d on the figure of the Raven, o.fti:r having dis .. 
cnrtJtd the much less appr-opri:ue nulion cl h;l\'ing the far:il ref m in "Never· 
mnrc" repeated by a parrot. "in a poem or mclai1eholy tone. and Jn Jcnglh 
nbout one hlirulrt d lints." ( He dcducs tba.1 this wuuld be ubout the .ideal 
length for such a lyric- nnd lo! his- own poem turns out 10 hnvc 108 linrs. 
o pretty dose hit us !l.uch thin!?~ E!~'-) He hl'ld nlrendy urrivcd :,t ehc ••cori-
clusi,,n"' 1ha1 1he hh:-ol ·1yric should aim at 81.'tuU)', an "intense clcvalion of 
the sm,/." wilh an dfoct best gOI by n "tone .. ol "sodnc<s." since ~Jclonch,ily 
i, "lhe most kgilima1e of the po~lic tones.·· He conlinucs (:rnd this is the 
quo lation which bcst suits our rrcscnt purposes): 

Never losing s iS,hl of tho ohjcc1 .mpr~mrm:n, or, perfectio n, ~t nll 
poin1.s, fa nt.J for later use in th,, chapter, I wouhJ 11b:o cmp1nuitc 
lhO.\C word,, " suprt!lt1fllCU, o r pcrfc-ctfon .. J r ll!'-k('(I mysdf-··o, all 
mtlancholy lopic:s, wh.111 • .iccording 10 1hc t111fr.:ri1t1/ undcrsHrndms 
o( mnnklnJ, Is lhc mu,, mehmcht1I)"'! .. Dca.lh~wn1 t'1c obvious reply. 
"'And when,H J .s,ajd, " 1s Lh.is most mclnocho1y of ropic, n.totl pocti-



Chapur Thr•• 

Terministic Screens 

I 
Directing the A11e111ion. 

We. might begin by stressing !he distinction between a "scientistic" and 
a "dramatistictt approach ro the nature of language. A "soientlstic" ap-
proach bcgiM with questions of rtambtg, or dc{i11/tio11. Or the power of 
language to define and dc:scribe may be viewed as dcrivotf.vc; and its 
=cntial function may be treated as attitudinal or hortatory: atritudi.nal 
as with expressions or complaint. fear. grorirudc, and such; honarory 
as with commands or n,quesi.., or. in general. on instrument developed 
lhrougb I.ts use in !he sotjal processes ot cooperation and competition. I 
say 11developcd"; J. do net say "originating .. , The ultimate origins or lp.nguagc 
seem lo me a., mysterious as !he origins ol the universe itself. One must 
view it. I feel. simply as the "given." But once an nnimal comes into bcing 
that docs happen lo have this particulnr aptitude, the· various tri15al ldiorns 
arc unquestionably davelc,ped by their use as instruments in the tribe's way 
or living (the practical role o! symbolism in what the anthropologist. Mali-
oowski, has called "context of situntion"). Such considerations arc involved 
in what I. mco.o by rho "dramatistic." stressing 1.nnguage as an aspect of 
U·action:· that is, as usymboHc action/' 

Toe two approaches. the "selentistic" and the " dramatistie" (language 
1111 definition, and language as act) are by no means mutually exclusive. 
Since both approaches have their proper uses. the distinction Is not being 
introduced invidiou,ly. Definition hseU is a symbolic act, just as my pro-
posing or this very distinction is o symbolic act. But though at t~ moment 
of beginning. the overlap is considerable,. lat'7 the tw". roads diverge ~on-
sidcrably. and direct our allcntion ro quite different kll\ds or olmrvat,on. 
The quickest way to indicate the differimcea or direction mlght be by this 
formula: The "seien.tistic'' approach builds the edifice or language with 
primary .stress upon a proposition such as "lt i,. or it is nor." The ··~rama-
tistic" approach puts the primary stress upon such hortatory e,rpresStoos as 
"thou shalt, or thou shalt rwt," And at the other c~treme the distinction be-
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comes quite obvious, since the scicntistic approach culminates in the kin<k 
of speculation we associate with symbolic lo.gic:, while the drnmatutic cul-
minates in the kinds of speculation 1hatfind thcir handiest ma.ceriatin stories, 
plays, poems. the rhetoric ol or;tory and advertising. mythologies, theol-
ogies. and phflosophics after the classic model. 

The dramatistic ,•iew or language. in terms ol "symbolic actio~," la 
exercised nbout lhe. necessarily suasfre nature of even the most unemotional 
S,Cientific norncndnturcs, And we shnll proceed along those lines; thus: 

Even if ony gi,·cn terminology is a rcflectio11 or rc,ality, l?Y Its very 
nature as a tcrmjnology i1 muse be a :tPh'c.·1io11 of re:ilhy: nnd to 1his extent 
it must function also ns a tl,·{frcrio11 or reulity. 

In his Si!'\'enth Prad11cial Lt'm:r. Pascal sacirizcs o. device which the 
Jesuils of his day c.aUed "<,lirccling 1hc ih1cnlion." For in·s1.ancc, to illustrate 
satiri<nlly how one should ""direct the intention." he us~d a burlesque • • -
ample o( this son : Onclin~ wns r,,rbiddcn by the Churc.h. Yet it was stiU a 
prevalent prnclke. Pascal satirically dcmonstrotcd how, by "directing ihc 
intention.'' one could both take part in a duel and not violate U,c 0.ureb 
injunctions against ir. Thus. ins1cad of intcntionnlly going to !alee part in a 
duel, the duelists would merely go for n walk ro rite place where lhe duel 
was robe held. And rhcy would cnrry guns merely as• precautionary menns 
of sdr-protectioo in case they hnppcned ro meet an nrmed <nemy. By so 
"directing d1c intention." they could have thcfr ducl wichout h3ving tr4l\S· 
tre,srd the Church"s 1hou-sbal1-not"s against dueling. For it was perfectly 
prpper to !)Q !or o walk: and in case one encouorered an enemy bent on 
murder, it was perfec1ly proper to protect oneself by shooting in sctr-defcnse-

1 bring up this satirically excessive account or directing the i111c11tion, 
in the hopes 1h01 l can 1heieby seule for less wheo disc.ussing the ways in 
which '"tcrmioistic screens"' direct the ancntion. Herc the kind o( dc6C1'tio.a 
I ho,-. in mind concerns simply the fncr thot any nomcnclatu.re ncccss.arily 
directs the attention inro some channels rather thlin others- In one sense, 
rhis likelihood is painfully obvious. A 1cx1b..iok o.o physics, for instaoce, 
1un1s the a11cntion in n different direction from o textbook o.o law or psy-
chology. Bur some lmplieatio,a o! this tcrmlnistic incentive are not so oJ:>. 
viOU..4.. 

\Vhcn I sp,-:,k o! "terministic screens.'' 1 ha,·e particularly in mind 
some photographs I once saw. They were tliOerr111 photograph, or the 
same objects. rhe difference being that they were made with different color 
ftlters. Herc something so '·!actual'" n,a photograph revealed notable distinc-
tions in lcxtucc, nod i:ven in form, depending upon which color filter wu 
used for the documentary description of the event being recorded. 

Similarly. • man has • dream. He reports his dn,am to a Freudian 
analyst, or a Jungian, or an Adlcrian, or to a practitioner of some other 
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school. In each case, we might-say, the "same'' dream will be subj~lcd 10 a 
different color filler, with eorruponding differences in the nature of the 
event 85 perceived. recorded, and interpreted. ( ft is a commonplace that 
paticni., SOOD learn to have the kJod or dreams best suited t_o the terms 
fovor.ed by their analysts.) 

II 
Observations Implicit in Terms 

We have DOW moved things one step lurther nloog. Not only does the nature 
or our terms affect the nature of our observations, in the ·stnse that tlte 
terms di=t the Qlleotion to one 6eld rather than to another. A lso, many of 
the .uobsrrvations .. are but implkations of 1he particular terminology in 
ttrms of which the observµtion.r are made. In brief, much that we take •• 
observations about "reality" may be but the spinning out of possibilities im-
plicit in our particular choice of terms. 

Perhaps the simplest illustration or thi.s point is to be got by contrasting 
.ecular and theological terminologies o! motives. If you want to operate, like 
a theologian, with a terminology that includcs "God" as its key term, the 
only sure way to do so is lo put in th.e term, and that's that. The Bible solves 
the problem by putting· "God" .Into the 6rst sentence-and from this lnitlal 
move, many implications "necessarily" follow. A naturalistic, Darwinian 
tcnninology Oatly omJi., the-term, with a eolTCSponding set of implications-
aod thai's thaL I have called metaphysics "coy theology" b~au.'IC the mcta-
phY11ici.&n often inttoduces the term "God" not outright, as with the Bible, 
but by beginning with a lcllll that ambiguously contains such implications; 
theo he gtndually mak.cs these implications e.-pUdt. If the term is not intw-
duced thus ambiguously, it can be Introduced only by fiat, either outright at 
the beginning (lilce the Bible) or 85 a non sequirur (a break in the argument 
somewbet"e along the way). In Platonic dialogues, myth sometimes serves 
thi• purpo5<> of a leap co route, a step prepared for by the fact that. in the 
PlatotUC dialectic, the metbodi.c progress towards higher levels of ge111!1'al/-
tation WM in itsclf thought of as progress towards the divine. 

But such a terministic sitoatioo is not by any means confined to mat-
ten of theology or metaphysics. As Jeremy Bcnth•m aptly pointed_ out, all 
turns for mental states, soclopoUlical relationships, and the like arc neces-
sarily "fictions," In the sense that we must express such conccpu by the use 
of terms borrowed from tho rca.lm of the physical Thus, what Bmel'50n said 
in the acccDI! of transccndcntal enthusiasm, 13enlbam sold lo the acccnu of 
••1ougb--mindcdncss." In_Emc.rson's 0 tendcr .. m.indcd'' scheme. "nature .. exists 
to provide us with terms for the pbysicol realm that arc transferable to the 
moral realm, as the sight of a straight line gives us ous word for "right," and 
of a crooked or twisted liDe our word for "wrong"; or as we derived our word 
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fo r "$ririt" from a word for ''brc~1h." ,,r as "superciliousness·• mrans llt-
crollv n rn.isin.L! of the c\'cbr(,w, Bul Bentham would .slnte the same relation-
ship. " louih•mind~tlly'' by noling thnt our words !or "rlsht." "wrong," 
''spiril." r 1c. ur< " fir1ions" carrkd o,·cr from th~ir strlct-ly li1rrnl use In the 
re.aim of phy!olcal scns:ttion. Bentham docs not hope that suc.h "fictions" can 
b~ :woidctL He but ::i~ks- 1h:\t w1: recognize their n:uurc as lic1ions. So he 
worked (,u1 n 1cc:hnll.,1uc fur heiring to Uisc:lo~c- the imu,gcry in such ideas. 
and h.l tlisl·"unt nccorJinch·. (Sci: C. '1'. Ord~n·s bot.ik~ Bc.•ntham's T/1forv - - . ,,f Ficti'o11s. ) 

Bui though 1hi, situolion is uy m> means confined to the 1crminolog_ios 
or lhl'i)lo~y ;mJ m~taphy.sic-s. or even to such ·scicncc-s n.s psychology ( with 
ti:-rn1s for the out-going ns v!J~ tho io-turnin£. for dl~positions, tendencies, 
drlv.:-s. for the ,vorkinfs or the .. it'· in the t.;oconscious, nnd so on), by its 
\'Cry 1horougl\ll\.'SS lhcology docs ln1\'c n rormuln thnc we can adapt, (or 
purdy s~u!ar parposcs of :inatysis. 1 ha\'\!' in mint! the injunction. at once 
pioui und mcclllxk1lo~kal. '·Bclic','C- 1ha1 you m!J}' understand (t:re,le. ut 
im,·J/ij:1t.r) .... f n its theological npplk:nion. this formula scr\'rd lo define the 
relolion between fuith anc.l TL'aSe>n. Thnt is. jf one begins with ·•fohh, .. which 
mus1 be tak..:n \>rJ outh<,rhy. one cnn work etut a rationale based on this fnilb, 
But the fni1h must .. pr<ec,k .. 1hc ra1io11ale. ( \Ve here impinge upon consid-
eruti1,ms or lo;;it::al nnd tL'mf"-"lntl priorjty 1hat were: npproached Crom another 
angle in the pre,·i<1us chaptor.) 

In my b;1ok. 7'/,, /ll1e!<Jric ,,( R..1/gi<m. I hove prop<!SCd that the word 
" lo~olQ~y" might be aprlictl in :t s1-.:cial wny to 1his Issue. By "Iosology," as. 
su c·~ncd\'~J. I wuultl Oll':ln the sss1cn1alic s1udy or thco1ogica1 1cmu1 not 
frc,m 1hc oanmlpoint ,,r 1J,dt tru1h or falsity ns s1atcments about the super-
noturnl. bul pur~iy for llH! light 1hcy might lhrow upon lhi! Jor~us of l;in-
gunga. Thnt is. 1hc 1nctics ln1\ 11\·cd in the thcologian·s "words nboul Got!" 
might be studkJ ns •·1,'0rd, about words'' (by using as a methodological 
bridge the or~r1in~ !i~nt~nce in 1hc Gm•pd of John; "ln ll1c begi.nning. was 
tJ10 \\\,rd. nnd the \Vord w:u \\ith Got!. nntl the \Vortl was God"). 

·~t o~olu_gy" would bi: n purdy cmrirkal study 0£ S)'mbolic ac1km. Not 
bcin~ n th~oft,gi·an. l \\'ould h~wc no ~rounds to discuss the truth or fal.sily 
of theolog.ical cloctrincs as such. Out 1 do kcl cn1i1lcd to discuss 1hcm with 
regard hJ thdr nnturc merely os languaic, And it is my claim that U1e in· 
jw1c1ion . .. Believe. thM you m;1y undcrs.land:· has n {u11d:1men13J applica• 
tion to the purely sctulnr problem of "tcrminis1ic screens." 

111c "Jo,gologkal.'' or "tcrmini.stk" count.crpnrt o( ''Bc.lievc" in the 
rormufa would be: Pick svme punirula,· 11om,md<1turc, some one termilllstic 
.rcu,•11. And for "Tl>:11 you may und<rstand." 1hc counterpart would be: 
''That ycu may protcc·d to track ,/own tin:' kiwls of ohstn·atitm fmplicit (11 
the t1.•rmlt1<Jlogy ,\'Utt Ju.n'i' clw.u,,, h'hc!llwr );our rl,uic'~ OJ ltrms i,·ns ddlbtr-
ou., r.1r spontClnt?,.,ur." 
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ill 
Examples 

I can besl$tare 1he case by giving some illustrations. B ut fust let me ask you 
to reconsider a passage from Chap1er One which presents the matter in the 
most general sense: 1 

•. . cao WC bring ourselves to ruliz.e just how overwhelmingly 
much of what we mean by "reatiry" has been built up (or us through 
noihing but our S)'mbol sy5tem&? T •kc away our books, ll.Qd what 
Jiltledo we know ~out history. biography, even something so "down 
lO canh .. the relitive po.sitioo of.seas and co.ntine:ou7 What ii our 
"reall1y·• (Qr !\>day (bc:yood rho popcMhin line of our own partieu.lar 
lives) but aU this tluuer of symbols about the pJW, combintd with 
wh-a1cvcr lhinp we know mafoJy through map,, magazines.~ ncwr 
popers, and !he like aboui !he prc.=1? In school, as rhcy go from 
cl.BS$ 10 d:iss, students tum from one. idiom to·anothcr. The various 
courses tD the curriculum are in e.ffee:I but so mn.ny difft.rcn1 t.crmi-
nologles. And however imponaot 10 us is chc tiny s.fivcr of reality 
c:acb o( us hD$ experienced firsth•ad. the who1e oven,.U ... picture .. is 
but a. coi:sstruct of our symbol systems. To meditate on chi,· f..tct uotil 
one sees its full lmplic.atloru is much lit~ peering over tbc edge of 
things inlo on ulrimarc abyss. And doubtless tha1·, one rea.son why. 
though ffllln i1 typic'.illy 1hc symbo1 .. u1ing animal, he clinp to a kiod 
o'f n:aive verbal te:i.Hsm 1h;u refuses to Jct him realize the full cxtcot 
of 1he role ployed by.symboliclay in his 001iom of reality. 

I hope the passage can serve at least somewhat 10 sugg~ bow fant .... 
tically much or our 0 ReaJity'' could not exjst for us, were it not for our pro-
found and inveterate involvement in symbol systems. Qur presence in a room 
Is immediate. but the room's relation to our C-Ountry as a nation. and beyond 
tha,t, to international relations and cosmic relations, dissolves Into a web of 
ideas· and images that reach through our senses· only insofar as the tymbol 
systems that report on 1hem are heard or seen. To misloke thi~ vast 1angle 
of Ideas for immcdiotc expcrienc,: Is much more fallacious thon to acc~pt a 
dream as·o..n immediate cxpc:denc:c. For a dream really is an immediate ex-
perience, but the information lhal we receive about to.cluy's events through-
out the world most decidedly is nor. 

Dul let us consider ·some examples of tcrminislic sctcCDS;, in a mote 
spcciJlc sense. The child p,ychologist. John Bowlby, writes • sub1le·and per-
ceptive paper on "Tbc Nature of the Child's Ties to Its Mother." He ol>-
scrvcs what he calls "'five instinctual responses .. of infants. whic:h he Usts as: 
crying. smiling, sucking, clinging, following. Surely no one would deny that 
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such r,•sponscs arc 1hcrc to si'c. Dut n1 the snme timr. we might recall 1h,· 
obse rvations <'f 1hc behavioris t, John B. \Vatson. He, 100, found 1hings lliat 
were there to sec. For instance. by can.•ful scic.ntifi<:·.study. he tlli covcrcd s:ure 
wuys to mnkc lmbics cry in fdght or shriek with r~gc. 

.In contrnst with \\':us-on"s 1i:rminology of obsc-n·:ition rc~;irding the 
na1urc of infnntil~ r~nl!:<.cs. note. that Bowlby :.uJo pt~d a much more sodul 
point or \'i,.,w. His terms were- c,'tplici1ly dcs.i~nctl to s tudy inf3ncile ri!spon.lics 
th? I in,•ol\'td ohe mother inn rcciprocol relad<>nshif> ro 1he chi.I<!. 

AL the rime l read BC1wlbfs paper. l happened 10 be doing a mono-
grnr h on "Verb:ll Action in St. Augustinc·s Con/c•.ui,111.r." I wns str1,1ck by 
the fact thar /\~gusoine·s terms for the behavi~>r o f inf~n1s ch,scly pnrallcled 
Bo\vlbj''S. Thr,:e wen: ddini1dy the s.am~: cryinf, smiling. sucking. Al-. 
though he do"sn·t mcnli\m dinging ~s a paraicula rly notable tl~rm with rc-
.go.cd to infno, r . n$ thr resuh o ( Bowlby's lisc I 11"1iccd. n1 I might otl.Jcrwise 
nm have. tho I hi: fn.·1.1m:ntiy uscJ the-COTT\.'Spvn<ling J.,..,tin lcrm (hrh,1tY c'r£' ) 
rcgarJing h'is t1tuichnt1.'nt to th1.• Lor<l "FvUvwl11;" v,.i.s nut cxpJk itly W'1rkc:d 
out. as an infantil\! ri..•spo n,:;e , 1huugh Augu~tlnr dlK'i; rdcr t(') Gt>J as bii 
k ad\.'.r. Anti I ~gan \\'Om.kring "·hat mi~ht be- do ne \\·ith Spin(~t;i's J~1/,;C'.J 
in 1his c1..mu~cti('l11. whc1her his pcrsi~ncnt CQnC1,.'rn with what ncrcssarHy "fo l-
lows'' whnt in N.:nure cuulJ h~\·.,: bC"cn in part:, mc tuphysici·an's l f!;lnsJorma· 
tion of a JX'r5f\nal mo1i\'..: strong in c.hildh~1o<l Ile that ns it m;ty. l was.struck 
b) 1hc foct th:u Au~us1ine mnd..: ~lnc str.ll..:£k":1.Hy irnr<•rwnt ~dtlllion 10 
8 0\,·lby·s l ist: rest. Once ) ou mcniion h. you r~ lizc 1hn1 it j(; very d~finitcly 
an inscinc tu:tl r~spousc or 1hc son th:n Bowlby was concerned \\'ith~ since it 
inHlh c.s u sOCi.d rd.nlion bi:t\\Ccn 111\ltht'r amJ child. In Autu!tllnL··s scheme, 
of ..:ourst>. it nlso .i.Uowctl £or u m:msforrnation from rc~ling ~s: nn infant to 
11C'lfk!S o( uhitnatl!ly .. r~s-li ng in God." 

Our point is: All 1hrcc ttrniinofosics (\\'a ts<>n·s. Bol\·lb~··s. /\u~us-
tin"'·!'. ) dircc11.·J 1hc :Hlcn1ion d ifferently. and thus kJ to n C(>rr~spondingly 
different quuU1y o[ obscr\';,1ions. In brief. " beh;nior"· isn·, some1hi11g that 
you ui:ed b ur ub~crvc: C\'t n f.<,mcthlog ~o "'o bjce1hcly th.ere" ~s. bchn,ior 
mu-st be obs-i:n·l.:'d throuc.h one or ano1hc:r kJnd of tt.•rmlni.Hic ... r,.,·,:11. 1hnt 
<lirecu the u11erukm fn k; cpin~ whh hs namte-. 

a :ui«:illl:,. there nrc 1wo kind:; c,f 1crm11i; terms tha t pul .thin£~ togc\hcr, 
and terms 1h01 mkc things npa r1. Otherwise pu1. /\ can fed hirnst·IC i1.knilficd 
\,·ith B. Cir he. cnJ1 think or himsdr a~ dls.isso.ciat..:d rrom B. Carried j,uo ma.th· 
e:matic~. somi: syiucms stress the principle of CQntlnuity. 5ornc the prind pl.:: 
o( discon1inuity. o r partklt s. And since all lnborotory- instruments o( mca-
su1emcnt anJ ohscrv0:1ion :m: dc\·iccs invcn1cd by 1hc symbo1-using nnimnl, 
they toe, necessarily gh·c imcrprc1ncions- in term$ o[ either continuity or dis~ 
continuity. Hence. physicist·s forever keep finding th.:it .some sub.sub-sub-
sub-aspcct of narurc ean be ogain subdi\'ided: whereupon it's only a qucsrion 
of time until they discover 1h01 some new cut merges mo mcn1s prc\•iously 
considered dis1inc1-nnd so on. Knowing oochiog much obout physics ex-

1 
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cept the tcrministic fact that any observation o! a physicist must necessarily 
be stated within the resources and cmbana·ssments of man-made t·erminolo-
gics. I would still dare risk the proposition that Socrates' basic point about 
dialectic will continue to prevail; namely, there is eompos.ition, nnd there 
is division. 

Often this $hows up as a distinction bctw,cn tcrnunistic screens posit-
ing differences or dtgrte and those based on diJicrcncts of kind. For insmoce, 
Danvin sees only a difference of degree between man and other·animals. But 
the theologian s;ecs a difference in kind. Thal is, where Darwin views mao 
as continuous with othc.r animal,, the theologlan would stress the priaciplc 
of discqntin11ily in this regard. But the theologian's screen :ilso po$ilS a cer.-
tain kind of co11tinni1y between man and God t6at is not ascdbed to the rela-
tiOn ~tween God and 0th.Cr ·:inimnls. 

The logologkal screen finds itsdl ln a peculiar position .here. It holds 
that, even on the purely scc:ular level, Darwin overstated his case. And·as· a 
consequence, in his stress upon the principle of cominuity between man and 
the other animnls, he unduly slighted the evidence for disco111i11ui1y here. For 
be assumed that the prlnciple of discontinuity between man and other ani-
mals was nec..sarily· identlcnl with n theological view of man. 

Such need not be the case at all. Dnrwin says astonishingly litUe about 
man's special ,aptitudes· as a symboJ .. uscr. His tccmioistlc screen so stressed 
the principle o( continuity bcrc tha.t he could view the prindple of _discon-
tinuity ooly as a case of human scll-Hauery. Yet. logology wou.ld point out: 
We can distinguish mnn from othec animals wilhout neussarily being over ... 
haughty. For whot other animals have yellow journalism, corrupt politics, 
pornography, .stock market manipulators, plans for w~ging thermonuclear, 
chemical. and bacteriological war? I think we can consider ourselves differ-
ent in kjnd .from the other. animals, without necessarily being ovcrproud of 
our dlstinction. We don't need thc-ology, but merely the evidence of our 
chnr.!ctcristic soclopolltic:il disorders, to make it app;,rcnt that man, the 
typically symboi-u,ing animal, is alas! something special. 

JV 
Further Exan1ples 

Wbctt ate we, then? 
We must Ilk 1crministic screens. since we c"n't say anything without 

the use ol terms; whatever terms we use, they necessarily constitute a cor-
responding lcind of screen; and any- such screen n=r.ily directs lhe at-
t.cnlioo to ooe field rather lhan another. Within that field there can be differ-
ent s0tcens, each with .its ways of directing the attention and shaping the 
range of observations implicit in the giv~n terminology. AU t~rminologies 
mu.t impliciUy or CJ<plicitly embody <ho,ecs. between tbe pnnctple of con, 
tinuhy and the pdnciplc of discontinuity. 

Tctmfo.i1tic Scrttns SI 

Two otbcr variants o( this point about continuity and discontinuity 
should be mentioned. First, note how it operates in politial ·a.ffairs: During 
a national c.lcctJon, t_he situation places great stress upon a division between 
the citizens. But often auch divisivene'IS (or discontinuity) can be healed 
whca 1he warring Cac-tioos join in a common cause agajnst an alien enemy 
(the division elsewhere tbus serving to reestablish the principle of conti.n.uity 
at home) . It should be apparent how either situation sets up the conditions 
for its particular kind of scapegoat, as a device lhat unifies all those who 
share the same enemy. 

For a subtler variant (and here I am somewhat anticipating the spe-
cific subjcct maller o[ the next chapter) we might cite an. observation by 
D. \V. Harding. printed in Mrtophor 1u1d Symbol, a collectton or essays by 
various writers on literary and psychological symbolism. The nutbor con-
cedes that the Freudian terminology is highly serviceable in calling 011tntioo 
to ideas that arc not given full conscious rccog11ition because they are r~ 
pressed. But he asks; Why can there not also be ideas th•I arc unclear simply 
because we h1lve not yet become familiar enough with a situation to take 
them adequately into account? Thus, when we see an object nt a distance. 
we do not ordinarily "repress" the knowledge of its identity. ,ve don't rec-
ogni,.e it simplr because we must come closer, or use an instrument, before 
we can see it clearly enough to know prec.isely what it is. Wou.ld not a termi-
nology that features the unconscious rcpn:JJ/011 of ideos nut,lmatically defied 
our ottcntion from symbols that ore not represud but merely r.mou? ( At 
this point.. o( course, a Jungian tcnni.ni.stic serccn would ascnbc the rcmot~ 
nes, of many dream-symbols to their misty survh•al from an earlier stage in 
man's development-a terministlc device thnt I have called the "temporizing 
of c»encc," since the nature of conditions now is stated quui-nattarivcly 
in terms of tunporol 11riorlty, a vestigial derivation from "prehis1ory.") 

One more point will cod thi~ purl of our dlscussion. Rca:ntly I ·read a 
pllpcr in which one sociologist accused other sociologists of "ovcrsodalizing" 
their terms for the discussion of human motives. (The article, "l'be Over-
socialized Conception of Man in M.odern Sociology," b)' Dennis H. Wrong. 
appears in the April 1961 issue of the Amtrlcon Sociological R .. •iew.) 

This controversy bring5 us to a variuot or the lc:rministic situation I diJ ... 
cussed in distinguishing between lcrms for Poetics in pnrlicular and terms 
for Language in Gencml. llut the author's thesis really has a much wider 
application than he claim> for it. To the extent that. all scientific terminolo-
gies, by tlieir very role in specialized disciplines. arc designed lo focus at-
tention upon one or another particulnr field of observation, would it not be 
technic:>Uy impossible for any ·such specialized terminol~ to supply aa 
adequate definition for the discussion of ma11 in ge11eron Each might serve 
to throw light upon one or another aspect o( human motives. But the defini-
tion o( man in general would be forrn:tlly possible only to a pl1i/osopltic 
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terminology of motives (insofar as philosophy is the proper field for thoughts 
on man in general). Any definition of man in terms of specialized scicntlf\c 
nomenclatures would necessnrlly be "over•sociallzed." or "over-biologized," 
or "ovcr-psychologized," or "ovcr-physiciud," or "ov<r-poctlzcd," nnd so 
on, depending upon which specialized tcrministlc screen wns bclng stretched 
to cover not just its. own special field but a more comprch=ive area. Or, 
if we try to correct the excess.cs· of one ltrmitrology. by borrowing from sev-
cnil, what.strictly scl,mi{ic canon (in the modern sense of scientific special-
ization) could we adduce as sanction? \Vould not such an eclectic recipe it-
self involve a generalized philosophy of some sort? 

V 
Our Atte,npt to Avoid M~e Relativism 

And now where a.re we? Must we merely re.sign ourselves to 3.R endless cata-
logue of terministic screens, each of which can be valued for tho light it 
throws upon the human animal, yet none of wh.ich can be considered central? 
In one sense, yes. For, strictly speaking. there will be as many different world 
views in humnn history as there are people. (Tot homilies, tot S<'NH!ntiae.) 
We can safely lll~c it for g'llnted that no one's "pcrsonal equations" are quite 
identical with 3.Jlyonc rtse·s. ro the unwritten c0$mic constiludon thtit UCS 
behind all man-made Con<ti1utlons, it is decreed by the nature of things that 
each 1113n is "necessarily free" 10 be his own ly'llnt, inexorably imJ>Olling 
upon !iimsclf 1lie pcculinr combination of in.sights associotod with his peculiar 
combination of experiences. 

At tho 01hcr exlreme. each of us shares wilh all other members of our 
kind (the often-inhumnn human species) lhe faint fact thaL however lhc sit-
uati.on came 10 be, ~11 members of our spccie5 contt.ivc:. o'f reality somewhat 
roundabout, through vnrious mttlia.of symbolism. Any such medium will be, 
as you prefer. either a wuy of "dividing" us from the "immcdla1c" (thereby 
sctiing up a kind or "alienation" at the vcry start of our emergence from 
infancy into that sm1c of articulacy somewhnt. misleadinsly called the "age 
of reason"): or it can be viewed as n parndoxicnl way of "uni1ing" us wi1h 
things on a "higher level of awareness." or some such . (Here ngain, we en-
counter our principl!!S or continuity and discontinuity.) 

Whether such proneness to symbolic activi1y be vie.wed as a privilege 
or a calamity {or as something of both ) . itis a distinguishing chnractcristic 
of the human animal in 2cncral. Hence it can properly serve as the basis of 
a gencr.at or philosqphi; definition of this animnJ. From 1.his tcrniiniscic be .. 
ginning, this intui1ive grQunding of a position. many observations "neces-
sarily foJlow:~ But arc we not here •(necessarily" caugh1 in our own net? 
Must we not concede that a screen bu.UL on Ibis basis is jus.t one more Screen; 
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and that it can at best be pcrmincd to take its place along with all tho others? 
Can we claim for it special favors? 

U I, or o.ny one person, or oven ooc particular phil0$ophlc school. had 
invented it, •uch doubts would be quite justified. But i[ we pause to look at 
it quittlco.lly; J think we shall see that it is grounded In a kind of "cQllective 
revelation/' from away back. This ··coUective rcveJation° involves the prag-
matic recognition of a distinction between persons and things. I say "prag-
ma~n recognition, because ofl"en the distinclion hns not betn formally rec-
ogniud. And all the more so because, if an object b closely auoci:i1ed with 
50mc person whom we know intimately, it can readily become infused with 
the Identity o( that person. 

Reverting now to our original term, .. d.rnmadstk:." ( would offe.r this 
basic proposition for your consideration: Despite the o,•idcnccs of primitive 
animism (lhat endows many sheer things wit.h "souls" ) and the opposi1e 
modes oC contemporary behaviorism ( designed to swdy people os mere 
things), we do make a pm.gmntic distinction between the "actions" of "per-
sons" and the sheer "motions" of "things." The slashing of the W11ves .against 
the beach, or the endless cycle ol births anti deaths in biologic organisms 
would be examples of sheer motion. Yet we, the 1ypically symbol-using ani-
mal, cannot rclale to one anolhcr sheerly as thinss in motion. Even u,c be-
haviorist~ who studies man in terms of his loborntory experiments. must treat 
bis colleagues os persons, 'lither thon purely and simply as aulomota re-
sponding 10 siimuli. 

I should make il clear: I am not pr:onounclng on the metaphysics o( 
this controversy. t.faybe we are but thingi; in mo1.ion. I don't have to haggle 
about that possibility. I need but point out that. whether or not we arc just 
things in motioo, we think of one onothct (and especially of those with 
whom we a.re intimate) as penorrs. And the difference between a thing and 
a person is that the one merely mov,s whereas the other acrs. For the sake 
or the argument. rm even willing to grant that the distinclion between things 
movfllg and persons acting is but an illusion. All I would claim ls 1h01. 
il.lusion or not. U1c human mcc cannot possibly get along wilh itself on the 
bMis ol any other i.ntuition. The human animal~ as we know it, emerges 
inJo peno,,a/lty by firil mnstcring wliatevcr tribal speech happcn.s 10 be its 
particular symbolic environme.nc 

We could not here list even summarily 1he main aspects of 1hc Dmmn-
tistic scrcC'n without launching into a whole ocw project. l~or prcscm pur-
poses. I must only say enough to indicate my grounds for contcndin1t thnt 
a Dramatistlc screen docs possess the philosophic charnctcr adap1cd to the 
discussion of man in general, as distinct from the kfods of huight afforded 
by the application of special scientific terminologic$. 

In behalf of my c:laim that the "dramatistic screen" is sanclioned by 
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a "collective revelation" o( long standing, suffice it to recaU such key terms 
as too, karma, diko, 011<rgoia, lwdos, actus-all o( them words for action 
(to which we might well add Islam, as the name for a submi$$ive attitude 
with Its obviously active possibilities). The Bible starts with God's act, by 
creative fiat. Contemporary sociological theories of "role-taking" fit into 
the .same general scheme. Terms like utransactions/' ucxchange," 0 com• 
petiti.on/ ' ucooperatioo," arc but more specific tcnns for 0 action.0 And 
there arc countless words for specific acts: give, take, run, think. clc. The 
contemporary concern with "g:une theories" is obviously a subdivision of 
the s,une term. Add the gloomy thought that such speculative playfulocss 
DOI!/ is usually concerned with "war gaa1.~s." But lo any case, the concept 
of such games muslinvolve. in however fragn:ieotary a fashion, the picture 
of persons acting under stress. And even when the "g11me" hypothetically 
reduces. most of the players lo terms of mere pawns, we can feel sure in 
advance that, if the "g11ffle" docs not make prop..- allowance !or the "human 
equation," the conclusions when tested will prove wrong. 

But the thought should admonish us. Of1en it i, true that people can 
be feasibly reduced 10 terms of sheer motion. Aboul fifty years ago, I was 
suddenly srartltd into trunking when ( encountering experience purely 
''symbolwisc." purely via 1he news) I read of the lits.I German auaoks 
against a Belgian fortress in World War l. The point wus simply 1bii: n,c 
approach 10 the fortress w:I! known lo be mined. Aod the mines had lo b_c 
exploded. So wave after wave of human 1lc1h was sent forward, as condi· 
tioned catlle, to gel blown up, until all lhe mines hod been touched off. Then 
the- next wave, or the next two or tb_ree waves thereafter, could 1ake the 
fort. Granted, that comes prclly close to sheer motion, doubtless conceived 
io I.he best war-game tradition. 

.Basically, the Ornmatislic screen involves a methodic tracking down 
of the impllcotions in the ideo of symbolle action, and o[ man as the !:ind 
of being that is particularly di.stinguished by ~n aptit~d~ for such _acuon. 
To quote from Webster's Ihird New lnttrruwanal D1c11onary_ which has 
oOiclaUy recognized "Orama1ism" in my sense of 1hc 1crm. as 1r"."ted 
schemalically in my Grammar of ~fotlves, ii is "A technique of analysts of 
langllltgc and thought as basically modes of action rather lhan as mcans of 
conveying information,'' I would bul note, that such on "bn1" can also 
function as a philosophy of human relations. The main considoratlon to 
keep in mind. lor prescnl purposes, is 11ia1 two quite di!Tcronl bu1 equally 
justifiable positions arc implici1 in thi.1 approach 10 speci6caUy human 
molivatioo. 

There is a gloomy route, of. I.hi• s_or1: If action i~ to be ~u_r key to.rm, 
tben drama· for drilma is the culminntwc form of action (this ,, a vana.nt 
of the ;'perfection" principle discussed ia the previous chapter) . llut if 
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drama, then conflict. And if conflict, then victlmage. Qramalism is always 
oa the edge of this vexing problem, that comes lo a culmination in tragedy, 
the song or the scapegoat. 

There is also a happy route, along the lines of a Platonic dialcdic. 
For the present, I would close on some lines that procJajm this happier 
route, ln a style that, l mnst admit, states the problem in I.he accents of an 
ideal solution. 

This "idealization" ends on two weighty words: One, "synecdoche," 
is used in the sense of 0 part for the whole." The other, "1:autology;• cc.Fen 
to the fact 1ha.t. insofar as nn entire structure is infused by a single general· 
ing principle, this principle will be taulologically or repetitively implicit 
in au the parts. The lines arc meant to suggc,st that, insofar as mao is the 
symbol-using animal, his world is neccsurily inspirited with lhe quality 
of the Symbol, Ille Word, the Logos, through which he conceives it (The 
lines are from my volume of poems, Book of Momen11.) 

Dialccticiao's Hymn 
Hail 10 Tott, Logoo, 
Thou v..,1 Almigh1y Tille, 
ln Whose name we coajure-
01,.1r .acu the partial represcotativea 
Of Thy whole act. 

May we be Thy delegates 
Jo parliament a.s.semblcd. 
Pmt of Thy w.hole:ocss. 
And io ou:r coofli'cts 
Corrcc1ing one another. 
By' study of our errors 
Gaining Rcvclatioo. 

May we g.ive true vokc 
To the uar.cmcnl!li of Thy crutwes. 
May our spoken words spe:ak for them, 
\Vlth ncc:utacy. 
Th.at we. know prrc:iJcly their rcjoiodU'S 
To our uuer:ance:s., 
And .so nllly correct our uurr:ioCC$ 
In 1he ligh1 of 1ho.se rcjoiodcn. 

Thu• moy wo help Thine objects 
To say their say-
Not 1uppres.5ing by dictatorial lie, 
Not giving ralse reports 
Thal n1lsreprcscn1 1hclr .. yiog. 
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It the soil is carried ott by flood, 
May we help tho soil to uy so. 
If our Wll)'$ of living 
Violate the needs of nerve and muscle, 
May we find spccch lot acne and muscle, 
To frame objc,:tions 
Whereat we. 11,teoiog, 
C1n remake our habits. 
May we not bear Calse witoess. to oursclva 
About ou,- neighbor,, 
Prophesying falsely 
Why o!u>y did as they did. 

M:ay. we compete with one another:, 
To speak for Thy Creation with more )11$1.ii»-
Coopcr.atin,g In this competition 
Ontit our Ol1lmiog 
Gives voice c.orrec:tly, 
And how thiogs arc 
And how we suy 1bings I.R 
Are one. 

Let the \Vord be dialectic with the Way-
Whichever the print 
The other the imprint~ 

Above the ,inglc speecl, .. 
or things. 
OJ animals. 
or people 
Erccoing • spccch-ol-specehe,-
And ab.ove this 
A Speech-of-1peeclt-ol-spccchcs. 
AnJ so on. 
Comprehensi-v~ly, 
Until llll is headed 
In Thy Ylllt Almighty Tille, 
Containing implicl\ly 
\Vhn.t io Thy work is drown .out e.tplici,tly-
fo. its plcolitu<k. 

And m11y we have oe.hhc.r the mania of 1he 
Nor the delirium o( the Many-
But both the Union and the Oivcrsily-
Tbc TiOo and the mani.fold details that arise 
At that Thl.c is rcs.uued 
ro the ®rra1ive or Hiatory. 

Tem1ioi.stic Screens 

~Not forgeuing. that the T itle rep.rcsco1$ the story·s Sequence, 
And I.hat oho S<,quence represcolJ the Power entitled. 

Foru, 
Thy n,mc a Greao Synccdoohc 
Thy works• Grand T•utology. 

Con1ments 

S7 

Ai regards philo.sophic formulu defining the nature or man in gentta.1, poems 
symbo1ic.aUy oe1ing or "~Ultudinizing." and $ci'cndfic tracl.J: \Vhatever their 
differences they n.11 are c:lassifia.blc together In one critical tc!tpeet: They all 
opcr1nc by the use or $yn1bal ,ystcms; thus all io 1he.ir v:r.rious ways manifest 
the rc~urcc, a.nd limi1ation1 1,.1( symb·o1 sys1cm.s .. 

But thuugh any symbol S)''\:tcm c.,pliCt1ly and impticllly turns our attention 
in one dircc.1lon mlhcr than ia 01hcr dirccdons. there ls a s1rfklng difTcrcnce 
within symhol S)~ICHm. Troe., poets feud " 'hh philosophers, antl many modern 
philosophers cxt<-pl lhc rAte ones. like S.\nlityana feud with poets. But we arc 
he~ i;onccrncd with a J i,,inction thnt rl.115 poetry quilc i:lo'ie 10 philosophy (Q.1 
in Ari~l()l lc. 1hough his ~uucn\Cnl of 1hc. ca\C dld na! concern precisely 1hc issue 
nO\" beine ron-.:idci:cd). 

No .. mnucr how limiu?iJ an)• p:1nlcu1:,r philosc.1phcr's dtfinhlon or man m.ay 
he ( owins hJ hi< lintiHuions as u pc~on). if he srcaks 'L"' a philosopher he ,teccs~ 
~:1rify $pc:,ks "in cl!rms or· 1he 11·/u,/ti mnn. F or hi< 3t:11cnwn1 i, rhi1~ophic.aHy 
co1t1r1tc.1(' onl)' in.\Ofor M ii invc.,h·~ a conc-tpc or man /11 KCJ1nal. In c.('lnlta~1. a 
spcciolized sc:icntiri"c nomcncfoturc ( no rnaltcr hoW comprehensive it may be) 
nccc.»orily involves /rai:m~111atim1, For no ~pcci.nl <li\Ci,,Hac could be sp:cial 
except in'4•f:1r a."i ii t.fcfined man in lcrm~ "r iL~ ipcci:llty. 

Lei 11i mlW 1urn 1n rhe poet's llmi1ations. ( And by "pl)c:1·· I here rdcr 
broadly to 1111 iymbolizcrs who atlitudiniie nfll Qnly in poems, bu1 also in stories 
and rl:t)'- ulon!! whh 1hc n1:anr 11m1:ti1i\'C ;i,lcmbir;:;.tlons, J~viatloru, perversions 
now ofh:n cncoutlt~r'cJ.) 

The ptX'I mar hi1ppcn 10 be ;m cxl rcn.ely '"odd" crcruurc~ quite limi1cJ .ts an 
:uri.sL AnJ c\1en if he l,n'1 ,·try in\•cnti,'C., an)' unus-unl ,noJes of experience, in 
du\'io.lin; frc,r,1 lhc n,·erage, can 1·n dkct endow him wilh lh.e cquiv:.lcnt of 
e~ccp{ion;al inven,h•coe~"· Jn such CDM:S, a.cdd¢.h1$ or hlstorr hecomc ourfbutes 
of the poen1's vny cl\-.,cnc:c.. 

But no fll:Ulcr how ·timi1cJ n poc11C producti<'n m:,y he, it L~ not reducible to 
termi-or an)' srcciali1,.cd scii:ntifk nom<'ndaturc (!iuth n<: 1hc term.\ oC physic.", 
chcm1i~1ry, economics. polillc!i, nn<l ~o on) . Nor ca.n it even N 1:uk4u:11dy de-
scrih..:..C us u c.omf'\ina1ion o f rhc lot. AnU 1housh apy spe,c.i:.ilitc:U nt"menol:uurc 
mt'ly throw lighl upon che- work, there i~ :m obviou'i .sense in whkh 1hc work 
ncc~ ... nril)• coni:,ins clements nol only beyond 1he limi1, of ~nd, .specbhy bul 
al.so licrond 1hc 1:1ggtego1c of 1hen, otl. 

$l'J\1c1imd, apOlo£i~lS of liu:ra1u~ h:wc f:to"'" ch{111c.n,ging and edified 
when 1hcr 1a uc-h UJ)On 1hls .. -.1n1c of olfairs. So for :ij miket:"iili~ arc concerned. j1 
involvt'~ ~u1.:h brutal c~tra-11c1thcdc ronii<lerations as inh~rcJ.cpil.nmencill rivnlrict. 
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But for present purposes, I would propose to con.sider it simply as a. fact about 
the natu:e of tmnlnologies. 

A poet's language o«d not confront the problem of spcciolized scientil!c 
n.o:tneoelalW"C:~ Thal is to say: The poet's language cl'ocs oot subject Humpty 
Dumpty to the gn:at fall whereby be can·t be put together again. F or poetic 
language is saved by the technical !-act that It ~vcr quite confronted this problem 
in ihe first ptaec.. TermioisticalJy 1led to it1 uterine begionings. no poet's termJ .. 
oology o~ "resynthesize"' iLS pic1urc of man; however limited may be a poet's 
tcmu Cor moo·s actio.os, p.Msions. •&cncics_, Kenei, purposes, and anitudo, they 
ocver quite take Humpty Dumpty, that fatal cultural egg, ap,n, For even aa 
the poet works wilh parn'cµl.ar,, be brings to Lhe.m the unification of ao auiludc. 
Otherwise, bis work it>cU would fall apilrt. And quite as Arutotle, when di ... 
cussJog the ·principle of poetic consistency, admoni.shcd thai even ao ioconsinent 
chatae\Ct musl be consistently so1 I ·would dare c-ontend: Any poetic attihJde 
(like being jaunty 1oday. as disliru::(_ from being dismal tomorrow) has a kind 
or summnrizlng wholeness that i.s· teehnically alien to the speciallzcd terminologies 
of our essentially technology-tinged sciences. 

Approaching the ques.tion from another a.ogle, but having in mind 1he pre .. 
viou.-. chapter on Potties ln Particular. llS we proceed we should keep Mkiog 
whether the lt!U for poerry might be ••vcrisl.mili1udc" rather thaa ''truth.." And 
though ftuth is often the bes1 grounding for vcrisimHirude .. it is noL always· so, 

Viewing The si1uation in rcrm.s or .. symbolic Rction,·• we might t1rcss II dis-
Linctioo between the ''statistically .. or ''.factu:ally·" true and a tni.rksmao•a ' ' t.ruc .. 
aim. 

In the Journal of Social lssut.s for Oc1obcr 1·962 there is aa article which, 
by its very $hortcomingt, hcl-p.s illllltrate 1he rcso.urCC$ and obJigations of· a Dr-a. 
matbtic nomenclature. Esr,:cnti.ially, this article ( ''The lmilgc. or MBn.·• by Isidor 
Chcin) contends that the story of Creation in the book of Genesis provides ·a bet• 
I.Cr model, cvto for .a purely se~ula.r terminology of human motives, thno ·lS to be 
found in much contemporary psycliology. For, Jccording to Dr. Cbeln, the 
BibHcat model presenla ''Man .. AS ,.a uoctive'' being, whereas many current views 
(in Hoc wi1h behaviorist theories· of c:oaditioolog) falsely ~·presupf>O$C a. pa,s.ive 
image of Man." 

I have dis.ct.Wed Or. Chcia's cs.say al some leogtb io a paper, ··Order, Ac· 
lio.o. Vic\ir:nagc;• pT'cst':nlc.d a.t (irinni:11 College in January 1964, m.nd to be pub-
Ji.shed with papers by other partidpants io a se.rid of dJ'ticles on the geoeraJ sub. 
jecl of "Order.'' Here J w~.ol to .siren ooJy a Cew ·of the major dia.lectlcal principles 
comldercd in thnt articf.e. Above all. 1 would point out that Spinoza's Ethics 
(p-irtkuJatly B00k IV) cJea-rly itsdicat~ why ·or. Chcio"s statement of the case 
wouJd nor be adequate. A grammatical stress upon the "-active .. involve:, a 
reciproc.al sir-css upon the "pass.iVc." And in systema1ie:11.lly considering bo1h 
active- a:od p3.Ssive sides of the human rnotivatiorutl ledgtt> Spiaou makes It 
dear how P.TODC· mao is to the tc:mptallons of pcu.iivil'y. (Surely, for instance. he 
would collSider os ;a dra.,tie iosUl.DCc of human bondage our SUSCCptibility to 
"inadequate ideas" whc.ttby propaganda mills c.1-n coaditi~o us to acquie~ fo 
the cau.o;c or miHto.rl!.tic .adve.oturcs :abroad.) Bui Or. Chean maneuvers hunself 
Into a pc,,:ilion whereby, to gtocify the ''active" nature of .. Man." he must 
present bis cawc antltluuically to detcr.mioisllc theories th~l. c.vco If they arc ool 
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the whole .story, couJd well se.rve at lrast as odmon;,ion.1 and that are oreded to 
help complete a grammar of •;action." 

I here omil the· third (unction, 1hc "reflexive.'' ia current c:anl "feedback." 
But it will turn up in mony ronns throughout the>c pi<ces. Its "symbolicily" 
centers in the ··i econd~Jevcl" situa1Ion whcrchy there can be word;s-abour-words. 
But J do want to make it cJur that not only Spinou, but 11.Jso the Bib1icaJ 
account of Adam's "fall," directly ircal! of the "passive" elcmcol u inhcren1 io 
the ~mmrir of human action. 

However, dcspile nly objections to Dr. Chtin·, oversimplified use of the 
Dramalisric gnunma.r, 1 found myscJC (uneasily} on his side when Richard. F~ 
Carney. of Indiana U.niv~rsily, grew wrathful a.t the thought of Dr. Chcao•.s 
monogr3ph proclaiming the glory of "Mao'' M 1lJl ··ac~vc" being. t was uneasy 
because I coas:ider ll a drl\$tic kind of vandttlism whco one maneuvers. oneself 
into A .state of mind whereby one mwt slight any ·admonition as regards hunu:1n 
1wcr:p1ibi1ily to the ))35$,viiics <,f conditioning. Though Book V of Spioot.a'.& 
Ethics makes h cle'ar enough why any reduc1ion 10 tcrnu or conditioning" alone 
would be an "inadequate idea," we mutt not let Dr. Chcin'5,salcs talk on "M,m'' 
ma_k.e us fort:ct Book lV and ii! talk or "human bondogc." 

Dr. Carney', attack was hnseJ on the princ.iplc ('If continuily ( bet.wttn man 
and other a.nimals) lrnll bi1.s been quc$CionCd in my foregoing Article. ffis ·state• 
mcnt could h:ive oppro~riatcly quoted Darwin's 5hrcwd rem.:u-k, .. U m:an had 
not been his own cfa.ssifier, he would never have thought of founding a 5et'-'ritc 
order tor his own reception." And it could wholly" subscribe to Darwin's ap, 
prov1t o( Rmley'a· statement that there ''is. no ju!ti:ticatioo fo.r pl:.cing man in 
o di.s.tinct order.'' Thus, Or-. Carne)' .'llog::rni:z;cs hb posilion visu11l1y by opting 
for a model of "m1m·• rather than an image of .. Moo.~' My positioo would 
nttt,urlly be lhal. io the very act o( developing a slructurc of classific.:u.ion1, 
the human ch1~siflcr (be he "man" or "Man"!) by 1hc same tok.eo does estab,. 
lbb bi,; nature as a specinl cfass of being. For ooc c,innot be 1he kind o.C aoimal 
lh-aJ can study biol0:gy exccpc by having a. diittiru:,tive w:ay with symbol iystcms. 
Hence. to lhat extent we should be on Dr. Chein's side (in his decision lo 
prefer a 5CC'ular analogue of "M-'n's'' imo.ge :is presented in the Biblical story 
of Crc;a.tlon and Ordination). But, once that c:hoice is mndc, the example of 
Spinou. reminds us that~ even if Or. Carney's vie:w o( .. ma.o" does make us 
out lo be a, ''pa,sivc" M Dr. Chein inys he does, even so, lhe mOJt limited 
studies of S1imulus and Re.s-pon,c, involvlng the narrowest or e.xpe.rin\e..DLJ with 
animab wc:i.k in the ways ·of hwnao 5ymbolic41ction., can serve. 10 admooi,b us: 
We arc comt1mfly besc1. by tc.mptatiort to become sheer auto.ma·ta. 

Bui there\! one further step. It involves a.n a.nide on "The PeRonaJity and 
Career of S:Hon," by Henry A. Murr:.:iy. This ,rppcuTcd approprlal('l)I as a com• 
paoioo ph~cc In lhc. same journal with Dr. <::hein on "1lte lmage of 1',~an:' 
POMibly became Sala..o can be s uch a charmer, il is charming; a m·ucb bcucr· 
natured statrmcnl than the ooc on the grandeur of Ma.n as active hclng. Jo 
any a.-se. our pre~nt c-oucer.ru. wilh :i Dnun:uistic grammar indkate why the 
two papers $0 nutly complement ea.ch other. For whereas lhc story In Ornc,ia 
givt".$ :tn account of bo1h rite Creation and the Fall (lhe acthitt a.o.d the po.,sNt). 
here we find a division o{ h1b·or. Dr. Chein· builds hi,· model by apeci11.liz.iog in 
motive., associn.tcd solely with the Crelltion: aud Or. Murray ( io his mono-
gr•ph oo the Tempter) ,pcclalizcs in moti\lCS associated with the fall. 

Ntithtr i1 concerned explicitly with the Wa~ in which the "'mythic" accO\ffll 
of modves In Genesis unftu these n1ot.iv1uioo:.I Ua.e&1 a problem I ha:vc tried lO 
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resot~ (c.t Tht RJrttoric. <>f Rtligion) in 1crms o( Order :md the disobeyio_g 
o( orders. And n Or.a.m:a1i,shc grammar of motives also m11kes- us a.ware o[ Q 
n~t.a.bJc lac.uoa in [?r. ~urray', delightful 1urvcy concerned wilh 1he ptr1anaJ. 
lung ·Ol problemnticaJ tnducemeots 1h.at got slighted in Dr. Chcio·s trun~tcd 

· and _ovedy honorific tennioology of "action:• \Vheo liiling the (unctions of 
rellg1ous rny1hs, Or. Mun:uy 5:l)'S that •'1hc:y should con1Iort 1hc dh.tres.srd and 
by prcscnting visions o( a rea.Uuble future. engender hope, and cnc!,)~ra~ 
cffon to achfovc this.·· But surely, religion hM t:ul'.lclioned nor only as a means 
o( soloct . or ~11c~,ur~g<.mt!nl, bul also a.s .a syst!m or rontrc,ls. The s1ighting of 
cantroh 1n his h.\l as :.U the more $Urp(1\'ilng imcc he b specializing in SutaD, 
whose Hell wa.• surely dcshme:d 10 scare the de-vii out of wi. 

At on~ point Or. Chci-n obsef\'cs, "Grumm:tr is, of course. Indifferent to 
1rurh." And there ccnQinly is a Jen~c in whkh this ~1u1cmcn1 is irrcfu1:,blc. Yet. 
·or.1.m:ui~m would conlcml: \~hatc,•cr 1_he complications 11nd pl . .r.1doxes, we mLm 
k~ep. a.!ikmg :alw::ty, about a.c11ves. paSS1vcs, ;and middles (rtflexiv~)--or. if you 
will. c.fTrcrors, recepton. a.nd feedback: (for3rgwnc.n1'.s sake, I hctc concede, 101he 
11>1>':5' kind or rodue1lon). So I ~,v~ •ought 10 describe nt leo,t enough or the 
C~e1~-C~rn~.Y·Murna,y paper! lo 1nd~a!.C why (when We 1hink of symbe'.llicily "-' 
e,usung 1.0 ns- owo ngh1 though vi:mously modUiN by nnimaJi1y) the Oroma-
cistic grammar ponQSC5 nt lease n kind of mcral absolute (and .Precisely the 
kind 1hal would adtnoni~h us agains·t Dr. Cht.ln's o'ers:impllfiell vcr_c::ion of 
"Man'' simply a.s ··active"·). "'Man·• is •·a.ctfrc"' cx.cepl when ho is ··pan ivc" 
(suffering. in bondat:,c even lo hls own stupidities). And the more I puale-
oYe.r the Td'lexive, lhe more .convinced J become that.all or tt'\ , in piou.-s 1crror. 
lhould be on ·gllard regarding the role of the rc.flcilvc in our ideas of identity. 

We might sum up our poinl here by S1,Lying th:,t the cmpha~is upon Creution 
.occe.iSarily overstra.sH- "ociioo," 1hc emphasi; upon 1h1: Fnll neccsurily ovar-
atrcsscs "p:auion, ... and the mcthodic aucmpt to avoid o DrnmlltL"tic sn1mmnr as 
f.a.r as possible reaches its ruUHtme.nt in a 1ermino1o!'.Y of shrer "'motion." How-
ever. where the discu_,..~ioo or human moti,-cs is 11t all comprchemive. no stnl~ 
ment Qf the case can exemplify :my cme of 1hc,e emphases with comple1e con-
sistency. M11n·s involvement in the n:ilural order mukcs him in m:tn)' respects 
an~yiabJc in terms of 5hccr m.otion; but his powers of symbolitity g~,,e rise 10 
kind., of 1ymholic oc:1ion that, by lhc s:Bme tok~. mike him sus.cepliblc: 10 c.orrc. 
sponding kinds of servi1Udc. f My Grammar t,J Molive.r, Rhtroric ,,{ /.1orfrts, 
and Rheu,,/c oJ Rtllgi1Jt1 -$Uk. in "Neo-Staic re,ignntioo.'' 10 c:Mfl a courso 
lhro-ug,b this motivotlocusl 10insJe and i~ tcrmin.is1ic paradoxes.) 

A few paning rem1Ulu obout m•o (or Mani) ond symbol ,y>tcnu lo 
gcocra1 : 

ln San111yona's S11~ptici>'m and A nimol Faith (Chapu~r X. ~ood p3ra,. 
gr11ph), we a.re told that 1hc realm of C!'SCnce is .. the sum of mcn1ionnhlc objccls, 
of terms about whi.ch, or in which, something might be said." Th.111 one word, 
.. meotion0;bte," h .. _., J:.c,pt vibra1ing in me inccs!"ilnlly ever since the .firs1 time I 
encountered it {or explicitly rrcognizeU that I had encountered II. some two 
dcciulcs or so ago). The word 5ecmed 10 spin hsr:lf along these 11ncs! 

The world is do1.1bdes.t in6nitc.ly full or en1i1ic1. rt.l:ttiomhip$ and dcvelop,o 
ments:. ac1ua1 or pol'enlial, for which we do 001 have names. :ind never shall 
Yet for lhe human anim;il the nameless is eJ.wa.~ at lea.ft in principle 1hc oa.mc. 
able (01', '' menliooa.blc") . '"Mcndonuble" bn.s lhc advantage that even whh per• 
soM who wouk1 pos.tulalc an e..ssenlial di$1.iS)C.tioo between words and other kinda 
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of symbolic acdoo (such a,. daoce1 5cuJpturc. paintins, or music.) all Auch 
modalitk:.1 could a.t lea.st br 1hought of as ways q ( ''mentioning'' :aspeCI.S of 
expcricoc:c. And in this sense. 1hc huma.o animat coi;tfro·n,s even 1hc nameless 
and unnameable within the perspettive or "pS,ychosi_$'' of s)'mbolicity. 

ln T . S. Eliot's doctonsl 1hesis, Kncn"li:dg~ ortd Exprrii:nct In 1hr Plii· 
losophy of F . H . Bradlry (coroplc1cd in 1916, but not publbht:d until 1964), 
there is oac 11$1QDishing puuJe. 1 quote a. pass~gc th.:tt got omillcd from ll. review 
I did of the b,ook: 

I refer to • sudden nuny on page< 132,135, procbiming the oil-
importance of words or namr.s in-shopingthc ob]cc1s of auenlioo. ''\Vi1hout 
words. oo objects." he asscvcn.tct. Thus he que!lions whether ··the ex-pllcic 
recogoidon or ·an obj,:c1 as such .. cao occur •·whhout 1hc bc.ginnins, of 
speech:· The bundle ~f things th.at we call nn object "would 001 he ::\ 
buadle uoles, it were held together by the moment of objectivity \Vhkh i• 
reeliz.t:d jn the name." After 1hrce pa·gc., that dr:vcJop 1his line of thousht 
vigorously. he breaks off: "This, however, is ·• dlgres,ion.'' And the 5ubjcct, 
whkh had thu, of a sudden Oared up, is dropped. except for thls·ooc lou~r 
5Cotcnce thai seems like a sort or reuuction: "\Ve may easily be over,a.wed 
by laoguage. a.nd :mrlbu1c to it more philosophk prestige thao it dcscrv~:· 
Yet wh;n is a philosophy iJ not 1hc S)'Slema1k development of .such attt.tl· 
lioff as depends at every ilep upon tnnguGge? What is a phil0$0pher uccCJ~ 
µ.rily doing if 001 allcmpting lo translate the morc•thn11•ling_uis1ic, less-· 
than-lingulJtk. and 01hcr· tha.o·Unguistic in10 1crms or t.hc lfoguistjQ? So J 
w .. struck by that sudden "brcal<through." and puzzled by its dlsappear-
aoce promplly lhcrcaftcr. 
Other rctcvatu .Kntcnccs io the lhe$i$ a.re: ··in any knowledge prior to 

spccch lhc objcc·t is not. so m~h an idcn1lty rec:cignizet1 as such as ii i5 a s1mihar 
way or acting~ lhc ide.otily is nuhcr lh•cd out th:a.n known. Whal we an:, he.re 
coo«rncd wich is the c.xpUcit rccognilfoo or an object as ~uch, :md I do not 
beJic~c that th.is occurs without 1be beginnings of speech .•. , Our ooly way of 
showing 1hat we are- 111cnding 1.0 an object is to show 1hat h Qnd ou~lr are 
indcpe:ndent cnlltlest ant1 to do this we mwt have D..ilmes .• , • We h·11Ve no objectt 
without language." 

remarks could 11.lso have been cited when. in "Dclinltioa of MQn," 
I wa.s diSC.U$Sing the rcla.lioruhip between symbolism and 1hc kind or allcntioo 
·needed for the development 11.nd transmitting of techniques and jnvcotions. 

Jo any C3$C. we rou<t p0$lt a $hecrly physlological set or "term,.'' the mere 
morlons of 1cn:µltion • .- the body tnmJatcs ccrtnin kinds of event ••in10 terms 
or• ,ight, sound, taste, etc .• while the·eJ1.pcrieociog: of pJcasurc and pain con· 
ltitut~ 1 rudlmcn1ary physiologic:al 1.naloguc of the Vc, .. No pair. Behaviorist 
expcnmcnts help us sec how even these primary condilioo1 or :iwanmcss e:..n 
bcco~ infused with t.bc rudiment, o.f learning (which, so far as lC$t.s or sym. 
boUcuy are eooccn>ed. aua.ins ilJ completion in lhc ··rcnexive., or ·~self-COD· 
1ciou1"' or "second-level" possibiHties of symbol i ystc.nu Ulal cao reftcc. on the 
problems and principles of ~ymbol system,). 

Jnsola.r as there c.ao be cycles of. terms that imply one another, and all such 
terms can be variously traoslnt~ inco terms or either images or ide:u, -:ind any 
ouch image or idea can serve a, a p0iot of clcparture, providing • pcntpc<;tivc 
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peculiar 1.0 its particular poiat of view, the Jhttr range of such pouibilities ICls 
up the conditions for an ingredient of improvisatiooal "'lrcedom" io men's _pOWers 
of symbolic action. 

The sla.ol or our articles on the .. Defi.oitioo of Man" aod .. Terministic 
Sere.em" might well suggest, lO sc.me readers, questions c:ohcunlng the related 
but qul1e diJfcrCol views put forw.ird by Mmhall McLuhan. pnr1icuJ41Jy In bis 
volume Und~rstandirtg Media,. (He works in an area indctc.rmininely midway 
between the homo Joinr of Tcchnologbm and 1he concept, of symbolic actioo 
i.nhcrent in the explicit, 1ystem.11tic .11pplic:itioo of a Dramatis:tit pcnpecti~.) 

Whatever the· readers sympub.ics with regard to McLuh.an·s 1he1is. thue 
is tho formal fact lh>t the stating of his position oecc.ssarily lovolv .. the manipu· 
la.lion of his. particuJar terminology. Hence, a D111.mati.stic analysis of that l.cnni-
oology might help clarify the nature of such prpjcou io goner.!. To this end wo 
have included (PP·· 410,-41~) a discussion of bis lums, lU viewt:d in lcrrns of our 
terms. 

Cltaptu Four 

Mind, Body, and the Unconscious 

r 
The issue: J[ man is the symbol•using animal, some. motives must de· 
rive Crom his animality. some from his ~ymbolkity, and some from mix· 
lures of the two. The computer cnn't serve as our model (or ''te.rministic 
screen'') . For it is not ,an animal. but un artifact. And it ca_n't truly 
be said to "act." lls opcrnlions arc but a complex set ol shccr.ly physical 
morion<. Th11,,. we. must if possible diltinguish between the symbolic actio" 
of a puson .a.nd the behavior of such a mere r/rirrg. 

On the other bond, psychoanalysis has a concept nf "symbolic action" 
that d<l!!S di5tinc1ly apply to prrson.r, But it is not identical with such event• 
fulncss in the sheerly "Oramatistlc" sense. By "symbolic action" in the 
Dramatistic scn,c is meant 0ny use o( symbol systems in general: I am 
acting symbolically. In the Oramatiltic sense, when I sp<ak these scnt.cnces 
to you, ,ind you are actlng symbolically iruofor as you "followtt them, and 
thus size up 1hcir udnrt·· or "meaning. 0 True. there arc some "Unconscious" 
ptOCCSSC$ involved in my speaking and your interpreting what I say. But 
as we shall sec, this is not whot Freud had in mind wlth !,is conccpl of the 
"Unconscious" and ilS relation to what he culls "symbolic action." For 
he specifically says that the "concept of un.con.sclous psychic activity which 
is peculiar to psycbo3nalysis" is to be sharply distinguished "from philo-
sophical speculations about the unconscious." (The point i! .made neat 
the bcginnlng of his essay "History of the P,ychoanalytic Movement.") 

In the discussion of "terministic screens" we_ offered reasons why a 
definition of man must be a gcne111I "philosophic" problem rather thon a 
specifically "~cntjfic" one . . Each specific sdcnce could not be ils character· 
isli<: self except insofar as it abided by its particular terminology. And each 
such tctminology is designed for• specific set of obsc.rvations rather than for 
mcdllations on the noture of m(lll in gcne<al. 

A Oramailitic terminology (built around a d.cfinition of m•n as the 
symbol-using, symbol-misusing. symbol·mak.ing, and symbol·madc animal) 
must steer midway between the computer on one •ide (when taken as a 
model of the mind) and the neurotic on the other. For instance, while 



The 'Grammar' of Television and Film
Television and film use certain common conventions often referred to as the 'grammar' of
these audiovisual media. This list includes some of the most important conventions for
conveying meaning through particular camera and editing techniques (as well as some of the
specialised vocabulary of film production).

Conventions aren't rules: expert practitioners break them for deliberate effect, which is one of
the rare occasions that we become aware of what the convention is.

Camera Techniques: Distance and Angle
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Long shot (LS). Shot which shows all or most of a fairly large subject (for example, a
person) and usually much of the surroundings. Extreme Long Shot (ELS) - see establishing
shot: In this type of shot the camera is at its furthest distance from the subject, emphasising
the background. Medium Long Shot (MLS): In the case of a standing actor, the lower frame
line cuts off his feet and ankles. Some documentaries with social themes favour keeping
people in the longer shots, keeping social circumstances rather than the individual as the
focus of attention.

Establishing shot. Opening shot or sequence, frequently an exterior 'General View' as an
Extreme Long Shot (ELS). Used to set the scene.

Medium shots. Medium Shot or Mid-Shot (MS). In such a shot the subject or actor and its
setting occupy roughly equal areas in the frame. In the case of the standing actor, the lower
frame passes through the waist. There is space for hand gestures to be seen. Medium Close
Shot (MCS): The setting can still be seen. The lower frame line passes through the chest of
the actor. Medium shots are frequently used for the tight presentation of two actors (the two
shot), or with dexterity three (the three shot).

Close-up (CU). A picture which shows a fairly small part of the scene, such as a character's
face, in great detail so that it fills the screen. It abstracts the subject from a context. MCU
(Medium Close-Up): head and shoulders. BCU (Big Close-Up): forehead to chin. Close-ups
focus attention on a person's feelings or reactions, and are sometimes used in interviews to



show people in a state of emotional excitement, grief or joy. In interviews, the use of BCUs
may emphasise the interviewee's tension and suggest lying or guilt. BCUs are rarely used for
important public figures; MCUs are preferred, the camera providing a sense of distance. Note
that in western cultures the space within about 24 inches (60 cm) is generally felt to be
private space, and BCUs may be invasive.
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Angle of shot. The direction and height from which the camera takes the scene. The
convention is that in 'factual' programmes subjects should be shot from eye-level only. In a
high angle the camera looks down at a character, making the viewer feel more powerful than
him or her, or suggesting an air of detachment. A low angle shot places camera below the
character, exaggerating his or her importance. An overhead shot is one made from a position
directly above the action.

Viewpoint. The apparent distance and angle from which the camera views and records the
subject. Not to be confused with point-of-view shots or subjective camera shots.

Point-of-view shot (POV). A shot made from a camera position close to the line of sight of a
performer who is to be watching the action shown in the point-of-view shot.

Two-shot. A shot of two people together.

Selective focus. Rendering only part of the action field in sharp focus through the use of a
shallow depth of field. A shift of focus from foreground to background or vice versa is called
rack focus.

Soft focus. An effect in which the sharpness of an image, or part of it, is reduced by the use
of an optical device.

Wide-angle shot. A shot of a broad field of action taken with a wide-angle lens.

Tilted shot. When the camera is tilted on its axis so that normally vertical lines appear
slanted to the left or right, ordinary expectations are frustrated. Such shots are often used in
mystery and suspense films to create a sense of unease in the viewer.

Camera Techniques: Movement
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Zoom. In zooming in the camera does not move; the lens is focussed down from a long-shot
to a close-up whilst the picture is still being shown. The subject is magnified, and attention is
concentrated on details previously invisible as the shot tightens (contrast tracking). It may be
used to surprise the viewer. Zooming out reveals more of the scene (perhaps where a
character is, or to whom he or she is speaking) as the shot widens. Zooming in rapidly brings
not only the subject but also the background hurtling towards the viewer, which can be
disconcerting. Zooming in and then out creates an ugly 'yo-yo' effect.

Following pan. The camera swivels (in the same base position) to follow a moving subject.
A space is left in front of the subject: the pan 'leads' rather than 'trails'. A pan usually begins
and ends with a few seconds of still picture to give greater impact. The speed of a pan across
a subject creates a particular mood as well as establishing the viewer's relationship with the
subject. 'Hosepiping' is continually panning across from one person to another; it looks
clumsy.

Surveying pan. The camera slowly searches the scene: may build to a climax or anticlimax.



Tilt. A vertical movement of the camera - up or down- while the camera mounting stays
fixed.

Crab. The camera moves (crabs) right or left.

Tracking (dollying). Tracking involves the camera itself being moved smoothly towards or
away from the subject (contrast with zooming). Tracking in (like zooming) draws the viewer
into a closer, more intense relationship with the subject; moving away tends to create
emotional distance. Tracking back tends to divert attention to the edges of the screen. The
speed of tracking may affect the viewer's mood. Rapid tracking (especially tracking in) is
exciting; tracking back relaxes interest. In a dramatic narrative we may sometimes be drawn
forward towards a subject against our will. Camera movement parallel to a moving subject
permits speed without drawing attention to the camera itself.

Hand-held camera. A hand-held camera can produce a jerky, bouncy, unsteady image which
may create a sense of immediacy or chaos. Its use is a form of subjective treatment.

Process shot. A shot made of action in front of a rear projection screen having on it still or
moving images as a background.

Editing Techniques
Cut. Sudden change of shot from one viewpoint or location to another. On television cuts
occur on average about every 7 or 8 seconds. Cutting may:

change the scene;
compress time;
vary the point of view; or
build up an image or idea.

There is always a reason for a cut, and you should ask yourself what the reason is. Less
abrupt transitions are achieved with the fade, dissolve, and wipe

Matched cut. In a 'matched cut' a familiar relationship between the shots may make the
change seem smooth:

continuity of direction;
completed action;*
a similar centre of attention in the frame;
a one-step change of shot size (e.g. long to medium);
a change of angle (conventionally at least 30 degrees).

*The cut is usually made on an action (for example, a person begins to turn towards a door in
one shot; the next shot, taken from the doorway, catches him completing the turn). Because
the viewer's eye is absorbed by the action he is unlikely to notice the movement of the cut
itself.

Jump cut. Abrupt switch from one scene to another which may be used deliberately to make
a dramatic point. Sometimes boldly used to begin or end action. Alternatively, it may be
result of poor pictorial continuity, perhaps from deleting a section.

Motivated cut. Cut made just at the point where what has occurred makes the viewer
immediately want to see something which is not currently visible (causing us, for instance, to



accept compression of time). A typical feature is the shot/reverse shot technique (cuts
coinciding with changes of speaker). Editing and camera work appear to be determined by
the action. It is intimately associated with the 'privileged point of view' (see narrative style:
objectivity).

Cutting rate. Frequent cuts may be used as deliberate interruptions to shock, surprise or
emphasize.

Cutting rhythm. A cutting rhythm may be progressively shortened to increase tension.
Cutting rhythm may create an exciting, lyrical or staccato effect in the viewer.

Cross-cut. A cut from one line of action to another. Also applied as an adjectuve to
sequences which use such cuts.

Cutaway/cutaway shot (CA). A bridging, intercut shot between two shots of the same
subject. It represents a secondary activity occurring at the same time as the main action. It
may be preceded by a definite look or glance out of frame by a participant, or it may show
something of which those in the preceding shot are unaware. (See narrative style: parallel
development) It may be used to avoid the technical ugliness of a 'jump cut' where there
would be uncomfortable jumps in time, place or viewpoint. It is often used to shortcut the
passing of time.

Reaction shot. Any shot, usually a cutaway, in which a participant reacts to action which has
just occurred.

Insert/insert shot. A bridging close-up shot inserted into the larger context, offering an
essential detail of the scene (or a reshooting of the action with a different shot size or angle.)

Buffer shot (neutral shot). A bridging shot (normally taken with a separate camera) to
separate two shots which would have reversed the continuity of direction.

Fade, dissolve (mix). Both fades and dissolves are gradual transitions between shots. In a
fade the picture gradually appears from (fades in) or disappears to (fades out) a blank screen.
A slow fade-in is a quiet introduction to a scene; a slow fade-out is a peaceful ending. Time
lapses are often suggested by a slow fade-out and fade-in. A dissolve (or mix) involves
fading out one picture while fading up another on top of it. The impression is of an image
merging into and then becoming another. A slow mix usually suggests differences in time
and place. Defocus or ripple dissolves are sometimes used to indicate flashbacks in time.

Superimpositions. Two of more images placed directly over each other (e.g. and eye and a
camera lens to create a visual metaphor).

Wipe. An optical effect marking a transition between two shots. It appears to supplant an
image by wiping it off the screen (as a line or in some complex pattern, such as by appearing
to turn a page). The wipe is a technique which draws attention to itself and acts as a clear
marker of change.

Inset. An inset is a special visual effect whereby a reduced shot is superimposed on the main
shot. Often used to reveal a close-up detail of the main shot.

Split screen. The division of the screen into parts which can show the viewer several images
at the same time (sometimes the same action from slightly different perspectives, sometimes
similar actions at different times). This can convey the excitement and frenzy of certain
activities, but it can also overload the viewer.



Stock shot. Footage already available and used for another purpose than the one for which it
was originally filmed.

Invisible editing: See narrative style: continuity editing.

Manipulating Time
Screen time: a period of time represented by events within a film (e.g. a day, a week).

Subjective time. The time experienced or felt by a character in a film, as revealed through
camera movement and editing (e.g. when a frightened person's flight from danger is
prolonged).

Compressed time. The compression of time between sequences or scenes, and within
scenes. This is the most frequent manipulation of time in films: it is achieved with cuts or
dissolves. In a dramatic narative, if climbing a staircase is not a significant part of the plot, a
shot of a character starting up the stairs may then cut to him entering a room. The logic of the
situation and our past experience of medium tells us that the room is somewhere at the top of
the stairs. Long journeys can be compressed into seconds. Time may also be compressed
between cutaways in parallel editing. More subtle compression can occur after reaction shots
or close-ups have intervened. The use of dissolves was once a cue for the passage of a
relatively long period of time.

Long take. A single shot (or take, or run of the camera) which lasts for a relatively lengthy
period of time. The long take has an 'authentic' feel since it is not inherently dramatic.

Simultaneous time. Events in different places can be presented as occurring at the same
moment, by parallel editing or cross-cutting, by multiple images or split-screen. The
conventional clue to indicate that events or shots are taking place at the same time is that
there is no progression of shots: shots are either inserted into the main action or alternated
with each other until the strands are somehow united.

Slow motion. Action which takes place on the screen at a slower rate than the rate at which
the action took place before the camera. This is used: a) to make a fast action visible; b) to
make a familiar action strange; c) to emphasise a dramatic moment. It can have a lyric and
romantic quality or it can amplify violence.

Accelerated motion (undercranking) . This is used: a) to make a slow action visible; b) to
make a familiar action funny; c) to increase the thrill of speed.

Reverse motion. Reproducing action backwards, for comic, magical or explanatory effect.

Replay. An action sequence repeated, often in slow motion, commonly featured in the
filming of sport to review a significant event.

Freeze-frame. This gives the image the appearance of a still photograph. Clearly not a
naturalistic device.

Flashback. A break in the chronology of a narrative in which events from the past are
disclosed to the viewer. Formerly indicated conventionally with defocus or ripple dissolves.

Flashforward. Much less common than the flashback. Not normally associated with a
particular character. Associated with objective treatments.



Extended or expanded time/overlapping action. The expansion of time can be
accomplished by intercutting a series of shots, or by filming the action from different angles
and editing them together. Part of an action may be repeated from another viewpoint, e.g. a
character is shown from the inside of a building opening a door and the next shot, from the
outside, shows him opening it again. Used nakedly this device disrupts the audience's sense
of real time. The technique may be used unobtrusively to stretch time, perhaps to exaggerate,
for dramatic effect, the time taken to walk down a corridor. Sometimes combined with slow
motion.

Ambiguous time. Within the context of a well-defined time-scheme sequences may occur
which are ambiguous in time. This is most frequently comunicated through dissolves and
superimpositions.

Universal time. This is deliberately created to suggest universal relevance. Ideas rather than
examples are emphasised. Context may be disrupted by frequent cuts and by the extensive
use of close-ups and other shots which do not reveal a specific background.

Use of Sound
Direct sound. Live sound. This may have a sense of freshness, spontaneity and 'authentic'
atmosphere, but it may not be acoustically ideal.

Studio sound. Sound recorded in the studio to improve the sound quality, eliminating
unwanted background noise ('ambient sound'), e.g. dubbed dialogue. This may be then mixed
with live environmental sound.

Selective sound. The removal of some sounds and the retention of others to make significant
sounds more recognizable, or for dramatic effect - to create atmosphere, meaning and
emotional nuance. Selective sound (and amplification) may make us aware of a watch or a
bomb ticking. This can sometimes be a subjective device, leading us to identify with a
character: to hear what he or she hears. Sound may be so selective that the lack of ambient
sound can make it seem artificial or expressionistic.

Sound perspective/aural perspective. The impression of distance in sound, usually created
through the use of selective sound. Note that even in live television a microphone is
deliberately positioned, just as the camera is, and therefore may privilege certain participants.

Sound bridge. Adding to continuity through sound, by running sound (narration, dialogue or
music) from one shot across a cut to another shot to make the action seem uninterrupted.

Dubbed dialogue. Post-recording the voice-track in the studio, the actors matching their
words to the on-screen lip movements. Not confined to foreign-language dubbing.

Wildtrack (asynchronous sound). Sound which was self-evidently recorded separately
from the visuals with which it is shown. For example, a studio voice-over added to a visual
sequence later.

Parallel (synchronous) sound. Sound 'caused' by some event on screen, and which matches
the action.

Commentary/voice-over narration. Commentary spoken off-screen over the shots shown.
The voice-over can be used to:



introduce particular parts of a programme;
to add extra information not evident from the picture;
to interpret the images for the audience from a particular point of view;
to link parts of a sequence or programme together.

The commentary confers authority on a particular interpretation, particularly if the tone is
moderate, assured and reasoned. In dramatic films, it may be the voice of one of the
characters, unheard by the others.

Sound effects (SFX). Any sound from any source other than synchronised dialogue,
narration or music. Dubbed-in sound effects can add to the illusion of reality: a stage- set
door may gain from the addition of the sound of a heavy door slamming or creaking.

Music. Music helps to establish a sense of the pace of the accompanying scene. The rhythm
of music usually dictates the rhythm of the cuts. The emotional colouring of the music also
reinforces the mood of the scene. Background music is asynchronous music which
accompanies a film. It is not normally intended to be noticeable. Conventionally, background
music accelerates for a chase sequence, becomes louder to underscore a dramatically
important action. Through repetition it can also link shots, scenes and sequences. Foreground
music is often synchronous music which finds its source within the screen events (e.g. from a
radio, TV, stereo or musicians in the scene). It may be a more credible and dramatically
plausible way of bringing music into a programme than background music (a string orchestra
sometimes seems bizarre in a Western).

Silence. The juxtaposition of an image and silence can frustrate expectations, provoke odd,
self-conscious responses, intensify our attention, make us apprehensive, or make us feel
dissociated from reality.

Lighting
Soft and harsh lighting. Soft and harsh lighting can manipulate a viewer's attitude towards a
setting or a character. The way light is used can make objects, people and environments look
beautiful or ugly, soft or harsh, artificial or real. Light may be used expressively or
realitically.

Backlighting. A romantic heroine is often backlit to create a halo effect on her hair.

Graphics
Text. Titles appear at or near the start of the programme. Their style - typeface, size, colour,
background and pace - (together with music) can establish expectations about the atmosphere
and style of the programme. Credits listing the main actors, the director, and so on, are
normally shown at or near the beginning, whilst those listing the rest of the actors and
programme makers are normally shown at the end. Some American narrative series begin
with a lengthy pre-credit sequence. Credits are frequently superimposed on action or stills,
and may be shown as a sequence of frames or scrolled up the screen. Captions are commonly
used in news and documentaries to identify speakers, in documentaries, documentary dramas
and dramatic naratives to indicate dates or locations. Subtitles at the bottom of the screen are
usually used for translation or for the benefit of the hearing-impaired.

Graphics. Maps, graphs and diagrams are associated primarily with news, documentary and
educational programmes.



Animation. Creating an illusion of movement, by inter-cutting stills, using graphics with
movable sections, using step-by-step changes, or control wire activation.

Narrative style
Subjective treatment. The camera treatment is called 'subjective' when the viewer is treated
as a participant (e.g. when the camera is addressed directly or when it imitates the viewpoint
or movement of a character). We may be shown not only what a character sees, but how he
or she sees it. A temporary 'first-person' use of camera as the character can be effective in
conveying unusual states of mind or powerful experiences, such as dreaming, remembering,
or moving very fast. If overused, it can draw too much attention to the camera. Moving the
camera (or zooming) is a subjective camera effect, especially if the movement is not gradual
or smooth.

Objective treatment. The 'objective point of view' involves treating the viewer as an
observer. A major example is the 'privileged point of view' which involves watching from
omniscient vantage points. Keeping the camera still whilst the subject moves towards or
away from it is an objective camera effect.

Parallel development/parallel editing/cross-cutting. An intercut sequence of shots in
which the camera shifts back and forth between one scene and another. Two distinct but
related events seem to be happening at approximately the same time. A chase is a good
example. Each scene serves as a cutaway for the other. Adds tension and excitement to
dramatic action.

'Invisible editing'. This is the omniscient style of the realist feature films developed in
Hollywood. The vast majority of narrative films are now edited in this way. The cuts are
intended to be unobtrusive except for special dramatic shots. It supports rather than
dominates the narrative: the story and the behaviour of its characters are the centre of
attention. The technique gives the impression that the edits are always required are motivated
by the events in the 'reality' that the camera is recording rather than the result of a desire to
tell a story in a particular way. The 'seamlessness' convinces us of its 'realism', but its devices
include:

the use of matched cuts (rather than jump cuts);
motivated cuts;
changes of shot through camera movement;
long takes;
the use of the sound bridge;
parallel development.

The editing isn't really 'invisible', but the conventions have become so familiar to visual
literates that they no longer consciously notice them.

Mise-en-scene. (Contrast montage). 'Realistic' technique whereby meaning is conveyed
through the relationship of things visible within a single shot (rather than, as with montage,
the relationship between shots). An attempt is preserve space and time as much as possible;
editing or fragmenting of scenes is minimised. Composition is therefore extremely important.
The way people stand and move in relation to each other is important. Long shots and long
takes are characteristic.

Montage/montage editing. In its broadest meaning, the process of cutting up film and
editing it into the screened sequence. However, it may also be used to mean intellectual



montage - the justaposition of short shots to represent action or ideas - or (especially in
Hollywood), simply cutting between shots to condense a series of events. Intellectual
montage is used to consciously convey subjective messages through the juxtaposition of
shots which are related in composition or movement, through repetition of images, through
cutting rhythm, detail or metaphor. Montage editing, unlike invisible editing, uses
conspicuous techniques which may include: use of close- ups, relatively frequent cuts,
dissolves, superimposition, fades and jump cuts. Such editing should suggest a particular
meaning.

Talk to camera. The sight of a person looking ('full face') and talking directly at the camera
establishes their authority or 'expert' status with the audience. Only certain people are
normally allowed to do this, such as announcers, presenters, newsreaders, weather
forecasters, interviewers, anchor-persons, and, on special occasions (e.g. ministerial
broadcasts), key public figures. The words of 'ordinary' people are normally mediated by an
interviewer. In a play or film talking to camera clearly breaks out of naturalistic conventions
(the speaker may seem like an obtrusive narrator). A short sequence of this kind in a 'factual'
programme is called a 'piece to camera'.

Tone. The mood or atmosphere of a programme (e.g. ironic, comic, nostalgic, romantic).

Formats and other features
Shot. A single run of the camera or the piece of film resulting from such a run.

Scene. A dramatic unit composed of a single or several shots. A scene usually takes place in
a continuous time period, in the same setting, and involves the same characters.

Sequence. A dramatic unit composed of several scenes, all linked together by their emotional
and narrative momentum.

Genre. Broad category of television or film programme. Genres include: soap operas,
documentaries, game shows, 'cop shows' (police dramas), news programmes, 'chat' shows,
phone-ins and sitcoms (situation comedies).

Series. A succession of programmes with a standard format.

Serial. An ongoing story in which each episode takes up where the last one left off. Soap
operas are serials.

Talking heads. In some science programmes extensive use is made of interviews with a
succession of specialists/ experts (the interviewer's questions having been edited out). This
derogatively referred to as 'talking heads'. Speakers are sometimes allowed to talk to camera.
The various interviews are sometimes cut together as if it were a debate, although the
speakers are rarely in direct conversation.

Vox pop. Short for 'vox populi', Latin for 'voice of the people'. The same question is put to a
range of people to give a flavour of 'what ordinary people think' about some issue. Answers
are selected and edited together to achieve a rapid-fire stream of opinions.

Intertextuality. Intertextuality refers to relationships between different elements of a
medium (e.g. formats and participants), and links with other media. One aspect of
intertextuality is that programme participants who are known to the audience from other
programmes bring with them images established in other contexts which effect the audience's



perception of their current role. Another concerns issues arising from sandwiching
advertisements between programmes on commercial television (young children, in particular,
may make no clear distinction between them).
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