Talk #3 The Powerof Suggestion
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Theword may beviewed as amyriad of “To Whom It May Conern”
messiges
— Norbett Weiner

But such presetsgnsae,of course,only a pat of the @mmunicaive
equipment of thedumb. Harpo Marx does not need them. And dogs and
horses havwks and elphants,ako make hemseles uneérstood to those
who ae nomally with them, wheher members of their own ecies or
human beings. And the human beings return the favour. “Making oneself
understood’ is an immensely wider field than “talking.” It supplies the
context and he mly possble contat, within which human taking makes
sense.

— Beat and Man, Mary Midgky, p 234

Now would beagoodtime to tell me aébout“suggestion,” if you'rein the
mood to tdk. | know thats apetidea ofyous.

I’'m aimostawaysrealy to tdk, asyou know. And youreright that
suggestion is ane of my pet ideas | like it a Id.

Well, let’s start with the transaction that just occurred: | made a suggestion
to talk aoutsomething. You acepted my suggestion. Now I'm making
another suggestion aboutwhere to gart. How does your notion of
suggestion fit with the ordinary meaning of this word?

It’'s the same, really — bu generalized to cover dl communication of
whatever kind. It’s acorvenientway b discusshe transferof meanng, as
distinctfrom al material transfes of matter,energy oforce.

But not dl communicaions ae suggegins sirely.

They areyouknow, if youthink of acommunicaion in senantic terms,
with regard to the meanings it conveys. Any message worthy of the name
can be thought of as suggesting — not necessarily causing — some pattern in
the system tha receives it. The suggestion you jus madeto discuss the
concept of suggestion raised it as apatern first in my mind, and then in the
conversabn betveen . Any sgn or diagramor word performs asimilar
fundion. For example, jug by saying theword “kangaroo,” | am suggesting
that you think of ablue kangaroo, drawing upon whaever paterns now
represent those animals in your mind and brain.

There. It worked, didn't it? You wouldn't havethoucht aboutblue
kangaoos pstnow, if | hadnt menioned hem We usestructured grings
of words, to suggestpaterns ofthought to each thers minds.

You are suggestg thatthere $ me mportantdistinction between
suggestions and other types of communication. My counter-suggestion is
thatindividual minds, interpersomal relaonships,andsocety asa whole —
can be conceived & self-organizing systems of suggestion — as cognitive
ecologies of suggestion, in fact. By stretching this notion alittle, and taking
it as the primitive of dl communication, Gregory Baeson's great conoept of
an “ecdogy of mind” can ke urpacled andreaized Minds, cukures even



whole societies can be conceived and gudied as ecologies of suggestion.
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But why suggestion, rather than message sign or information?Why bring
this newterminto it? Whats wongwith the words we use dday?

Those words have ther uses, but as primitive terms for atheory of
communicafon, they msphce he enphass: The word “messge” steses
the physical entity and processof communication. Well and good; but a
given message can be undestood differently by different people — orbythe
sane person adifferenttimes.

“Information” can be true or false, and is supposed to tell us what is
thecase. In the ordinary sense, information is pure description, without
causd power or influence. Confusingly, the sane word hasa dfferent,
technical meaning as an engineer’s term for the quantity of daa stored in a
file or #ntthrough a chanel— as aadio sgnal, for exanple.In this £nse,
information is meanng-lessper s¢, until the correct interpretive key is
suppled. It's jug ameasure of the anount of uncertainty that was present
before the messagewas received as compaed with the amounttha remains
afterward. It's a satistical concept, dosely related to that of entropy in
statisicalmechaics.

Butinformation is dso used for control pumposs. It's acybernetic concept
aswell: a dfference that makes adifference asyour hero Bateson put it.

Batson had the correct indght, but was not as careful as he needed to be
abaut the meanng of his key érm. “The dfference hatmakes a
difference” is not a piece of information. It's ndther apure description nor
a quantity of dat.To be precie,Batesoris “difference hatmakes a
difference” s asugyesion. The sggesibn is ustprecsey the dfference
thatis made.

Besdes,though swggesibns may be cared by nevs ofdifferece,they
may ke carriecdby saneness a well. Persisént cold carres theewlutionary
suggeston that baies slould insuate ketter ar burn their calories faster.
Persisént dryness arries thesuggeston to take yp and use vater nore
efficiently. Saneness o#tn caries asug@ston to seekriteresing novety.
That's what boredom means.

Another point is that “the diff erence that makes a difference” is
stubban and duible in away tha information in itself is not. Information
can essily benegaed. In tranamitting amessage you @an changea“1” to a
“0” (or vice versa), or you an gick thewords“no” or “not” into a
description to reverse its meaning. But suggestionscan only bedeerred or
discouraged in some fashion or opposed byadternaive, competing
suggestions | can tell you that something is not the case; but a suggestion
tha you not think about something draws it dl the more strongdy to your
attention. Don't think aboutblue kangaroosnow! | forbid you to do so!

The “forbidden fruit” effect. Teling Eve ot to eatthe appe amost
guaranteed that e would ea it.

Precisdy. That gory attestsnot to Man's sirful nature, but to our sensitivity
to suggestions: the more sternly something is forbidden, the more vivid it
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becomes and the more desirable it mus be You never forbid children to do
what they arenot inclined to do — what would never spontaneously occur to
them.

As the Chinesesad, when people lost sght of the Tao, codes o morality
and jugtice were created.! What aboutsigns? They behave more like
suggestons n this respecgtdon’t they?

Yes.A sign, like a suggston, direcs atention to whatit signifies,anddoes
so even when it tries to dothe opposdte. Butthe concept of “sign” istoo
narrow: While dl signs are suggestions not dl suggestionsare signs. The
firing of one nerve cdl swggeststhe firing of another to which it connects
withoutbeing asign of tha next firing. Imitative learning works by taking
the actionsof arole modd as important suggestions thoud they are not
signs o anything but themsdves. Also, while we can usually dyseve what a
given messaage suggeststo a living creature (or to a rdbot for that matte),
we can oty guess avhatit signifies.

If | undestand you,theword suggestion focuses on the pragmatic content
of a message, as those other words do not. A suggestion means what it tells
its recipient to do.

Right — provided you recognize that thinking or imagining is dso akind of
intemal“doing,” so thata suggegin to imaghe having a beeiis as
“pragmatic” (in this sense) as the suggestion to actudly have one. The
distinction is a cregialasgct d educaton, howewer:artand literatre
suggest that weimagine many things that they may or may not suggest we
adually . They may suggest that we imagne samething, precisdy to
sugestwe na do it — athough thatdoes not usufl work wel, aswe just
sawwith aples.

By cortrast, words ke “messge’ “i nformation” and “sign” step
aroundthe question of semantic content — the meaning of acommunication
to the peson who receives it. This is unfortunae, because meaning is the
cental dimenson of communicafon. In psychéogy andthe soclscences,
it's what we really want to talk about, and we need aword that gets at it
direadly.

Then vhy notjustsay“meaning”?

Beaus meaning is wha we hopeto understand, and because we need a
word tha points to its transmission. Also because, in ordinary language the
word “meanng’ has bo many ordnary meanngs o make a goa techrical
term. By contrast, a least to my ear, the word “suggestion” feels exactly
right. On one hand, thisword carries a connotation of free volition and
autonomousjudgnent. Therecipient needsto interpret asuggestion, and
thendecde whetherto follow it. But & the sare ime, a wel-framed
suggestion seems to cast alittle “spel.” Usudly this “hypnatic suggestion”
canbe rejectedvith sane effat, but thereis alvayssame bias tovard
compliance Other hings beng equal, it's eaierto goalbng thanto resst It
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is just because of this doule connotation tha the word suggestion is apt
for our purpose.

No other conaept | can think of carries the necessary weight, and none
is sufficiently basi. A mothers touch or a bver’s cetainly conmunicag,
but whatthey conmunicat cannobe cdedinformaton.? They
communicate mood or feeling, we would say. But no amount of
information conveys amood of cam, or afeeling of being loved. By
contrast, the quality of a touch can certainly suggest calm or love — or their
absence.

Similarly with dgns and sgnification. A sign suggests an idea or conoept
(what philosophers calits seise);ard it suggests sme realworld feature
(whatthey cdlits reference).lt may aso sugestsone acion to be taken In
this way whatwe cal a sgnis realy two or three suggeisins bundled
together.Agan, the way amotherholds herinfantsuggss avery geatdeal
to him —first about the world he lives in and then about his mother’s
feelings; it cannot be called asign at first, though it will acquire that status in
short order.

| think | see vnere yolregoing. Evenin its ordhary,non-techricalsense,
information jug tells wha is hgppening in the world. Sgns point (or
suggest) intwo diredions & once, and thereby link a “signifier” with its
“signified” as Saissure told us Ingructionscommand. They flatly tell you
what to do. But a suggestion acts directly on the individua who receives it
while respecting his autonomy a the same time. It raises a possibility and
prompts toward it, without necessarily making it so. It carries a certain
influence without direct casal paver.

You've got it. In general, a suggestion is mt a @mmand ard not a
control-signal. It raise avalue-laden possbility, in competition with
aternaive possbilities (aised ly other suggegins). It proposes andiea,
and gives it weight and flavor against others. It casts akind of “spell,” aswe
said bdore, in tha absent suggestionsto the contrary, it's easier to go dong
thanto resig.

Sofor exanple, if | start casing “suggesive” gancesyoull take hemasa
suggestion to make love — and | hope you'll find the idea dfficult to resig.
Butthose glances are more than jugt information aboutwha is hgopening
in your world, and more than just signs that your woman is available
tonight. They arenot justsuggesitons o believe something — namely, that
expresdons o interest will be welcome — but dired triggers that (I expect)
will arouse you, unless there are stronger suggestionsfrom dsewhere to the
contrary. They are dl of the above together, wrapped in my very own biand
of witchcraft.

And a very god brand it is. But maybe we stould wait until after dnner?

Oh, by dl means. | don’t want to break up the conversation just yet. I'm
just suggesting an example o what we're talkng about.
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And a nostsug@stve examle t is.

OK. Let's get back on track here. If | undestand, you war to make
suggestion a central notion in communication theory and in the theory of
culture. I've heard you say tha theworld is more like a flow of suggestions
than“to whom it may concern” rassges.

Exactly. From every angle | can think of, suggestion looks more serviceable
as acore onceptfor communicaion theay thanany of he aher
candidaes: All signs suggest, as we said earlier, butnot al suggestions
signify. Information reduces uncertainty about what is going on in the world
(or whatto do alout it), but is alvaysreltve © sonme preestabished
coding schene or ysem of conwentions Suchasa knguwage)that
determines aelatonship between he messge andwhatit is “abait.” It
deperts oo upon sone preexsting aphabetof posdhilities — vinether
disceetor contnuous. In itsef, information is asmeannglessas he aray
of ones and zeros ina datdbae. Or like the dots ina @nnect-the dots
puzle from which the numbers have been removed.

That's trie. Raw information, whether in its mathematical seseor even its
ordinary languagesense, does not yet have meaning. If | start reciting
statistics — on suicide, skel production, the weather or whatever — | would
certainly be giving you information, butit would mean nothing, and you
would wonder why | wasdoing it.

Justso:Bashg communicaion theay on the caocep of information leaves
usunale to explain how meaning arises in thefirst place, snce information
in itself is meaningless. Only when information suggests some thoudt or
course of action does it become meaningful; and then it is the suggestion,
not the hformaton perse,thatcariesmeaing.

The conduson mug betha the notion of suggestion is upgream of
information. Information may or may not be meaningful, but suggestion is
pure meaning and apre-condiion for information. The meaning of
anything a al — from atool or aword or astuaion to the whole world and
life itsef — is aaysrelatve © sone ndividual to whatit sug@sts that
person fed or think or do — with it or about it.

The suggestion, you would sa, is the meaning of a message to its recipient?

Yes,but | would defne meanng in terms of suggesion, not the aher way
'round:l would make suggestion the unddined term and sy that the
meaning of any thing or event is what it sugestswe do about it.

On that ddinition, | could askabout the mearing of your concept itsef.
What does the idea o suggestion suggest one do with it?

With the beginnings of asolid giip on “meaning,” we get ahandle on the
conceptof “mind.” If the meanng of athingis whatit suggss  us —
what it suggests tha we feel orimagine or do —then a“mind,” can be
thought of as awhole system of such suggestions with the suggestion
processiginvolved Cleaty, we ae such syetns, but many othercreatures
and ertitiesalsoevaluateard respond to swggestions. Thus we can talk with
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some figor abaut northuman minds. We can avoidhte queston of whether
plarts, or inseds or rdbots hawe trueminds by speakng very gnreraly of
“suggestion processors’ — or “suggers,” as I'll sayfor short.

So human minds are realljust sugestion procesars. Is that what yar're
sying?

Not qute.Human lkrains aresuggston processorr, more corecty,
suggeston processig is afunction of the whole nervos sysem-— actaly,
of thewhole creature. Wha we call “mind” is the processing itself, or the
ecology of suggestionsas they are processed.

Also,you phrase “raly just” is amistake,l think. Thatimplied
redudionism is not necessary. In fact, it detracts from what’s bang said.
There are different strategies of perception and urderstanding, suggested by
this cncept or that one. They arenot mutually eclusive, and what suits
one purpose may rot sut another.

D aniel Dennet gets this right in one of his early books® We can take
what hecalls aphysical stance, and se ourselves (as the surgeon and
neurophysiologist do) as very complex organic machines, as meat-robats of
a human type. We can take the design stance and see ourselves as (what we
are caling) ecoDarwinian sugge's — suggestion processors. We can take
wha hecalls theintentiond stance, and e ourselves as we ordinaily do —
as human slves who form purmposes and take actionsin keeping with our
bdiefs and desires. These views do ot preclude but rather complement
one arother. In patticular, the arthropologist,and other sccial sdertists
may fnd the desgn stance usefudsorganizdons andwhole pe@les ca
alo be thought of as“suggers,”possessng callective “minds” of a ort.
Even aclinical psychologist like yourself may find the design stance useful
onoccasion. A client with existentialist leanings may be asking something
more hanjust“Who am1?’ — a queston abaut his ©cial identty. He may
be askigthe nuchdeeprqueston: “Whatam| — whatkind of thing?”

I'm not happy with the position you aretaking. It will be aking a Id to
expectmy cientsto accepthatther precous ®lves ae ustdifferent ideas
that they have of themselves. And | can’t imagine how any of them would
find it liberating or therapeutic to regard themselves as “suggers.”

But lets keave his conplaint eside for now. Finish elling me what
adwantayes yolseen a suggston-basedcommunicaion theay before |
start in with objecions.

WEell, here's another paint. If we think of the mind & a suggestion
processor, we get a handle on the so-called “unconscious.” In turn, this
helps make sense ofimer corflict, where amind is dvided agamstitsef. It
soundspaadoxica to daim tha we can know ©mething without knowing
it, or that we can do things “against our better judgment.” By contrast, it
makes perfect sense to say that we can be influenced by suggestions that we
are not aware of, driven by competing suggestions that are mutually
exclisive,or aduated by sggesibns thatdo not come from our bestseves.
It's well known thatmostof the sggesibns we take n arehandled
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automatically. For example, the processing needed for the visud tracking of
objeds, a for balaace correction in walking, is inaaesdble to
conscbusnessTheres nothng paradaicalabaut such unconscbusness.
Nor aboutthe well-confirmed hypothesis tha mindsare dl the time making
suggestons to thenselve that nay rot be cansisent with one arother —
mog of which never reach consiousess. A coniousmind tries to be
coherent — raional andconmsistent— in its pans anc¢chadces.The nind asa
whole need not be ard isnt.

You know, therapsts ae stll confused abut the innconscous.
That's my impression too, butwha do you mean?

We've never ageed on what the unconsdous is, ad we don’t know what to
make of it. Tha over-states it abit perhgos but, broadly spesking, it's about
right. For Freud, the unconscious was a seething cauldron of unfulfillable
wishes and fantasies, and adumping groundfor repressed feelings and
memories. For Jung, it was more like areservoir of trans-personal wisdom.
Preentday cinicians nosty ignore t. The geslt psychdogists pay
atention to the quality of momentby-momentconscbusnessbut don't say
much about the unconscious (which, however, isknown to play alarge role
in daermining the qudity and focus of conioumess). We know the
unongiousis there, and we kow t’simportant — bu then wha? The
problem, perhgps, is that dl of us— dients and therapists dike — identify too
strongy with the conscoius £ff atthe exgnse oftie tnconscous. Mosty,
we think of mind & the coniousego and tend to forgd there is anything
else.

And theres aprice r that,isnt there?

Quite asteep one sometimes. When you identify too strongy with the
conscbus mind, thenanyhing from the utnconscous s expegncedas
intruson from an dien being. If it's something we like, we attribute it to a
god, an angelor amuse.If it's mething bador frightenng, it becanes a
case of witchcraft, or demonic possession, or contamination by evil
influences. In each case, we fail to recognize the mind’s richness — that it
contains multitudes,in the nostliterd sense.

| wonderif the nglage of sggeston might hep peopde © undergandthat
fantases ad wishes ax merdy expressins of possbility, andnot yet
subject to requirements of decency, ethics, judgment, or consistency. As
suggestionsonly, our thouchts and wishes may easily contradict one
another. Cetainly they may conflict with wha we like to think of as our
“better selves.” We hold each other responsible, and mug try actudly to be
responsible, for wha we do —not for wha we think.

Quite right. Therapists spend alot of time helping people to accept their
inner conflicts and inconsistencies. Our culture spends so much time
teaching people to have self-control and to be responsible that it mostly
forgets to teach us how to know, accept and keep faith with our own
feelings, without doing harmto others.
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Justso.We expecbdf others,andeven é ourselves,a coherencéhitdoes
not exist a priori, but only as a construct: “aface to meet the faces that we
meet.” Raher than think of ourselves as coheent “selves,” or “souls’ by
naure, we might learn to think of ourselves as suggestion processors who
strive © be coterent “sdves” with only mixedsuccess.

You know, the family is armther entity for which coherence does ot exist a
priori, but only as a great achievement. In couples counseling and family
therapy, we dso find stuaionswhere acertain anountof conflict — a
compettion of suggesions, asyouwould say- is the rormal state. Today,
the Bngage of clyerneics ges alot of play n aralyzing family interacions.
But the cybernetists dea ofcontrol doesnt hit the spd. A family does
not literdly cortrol itsef or its members n the see sensehiata space
probe s catrolled by electroit sigrals fom Earth,or from its on-board
computer. It negdiates ssues athey ame,hopefuly with sone love,
mutualunderdandng andmore or essademiatecommunications «ills.
You raise kds with good andtrusied sug@stons, not with control signals.
If your suggestion theory hdpsto draw aclear distinction between heathy
influence and pathological control it would certainly beacontribution.

guidance and control

Guy:

Thea:

| agree. It waspartly that dbjedion to cybernetic psychology that ledme to
theidea. Fruitful as the cybernetic approach seemed, both information and
control felt wrong as explanatory principles of human behavior. | wanted a
notion of loose gudance compatble with the aubnomy of the systm
guided. The concept of suggestion meets that requirement.

Can you say exactly why your notion of suggestion grants more autonomy
than cybernetic control? Of course, “suggestion” sounds alot looser, but it
would be niceto hawe that Pelled out.

A cortrol signal commands. It flatly tels asyseém whatto do, with an
expectaton thatit will be okeyed Commands may berncomplete or hey
may be garbled bynoise in the communicationschannd, butthe notion of
control does not contemplate an active weighing of dternaive commands
from other sources by a system with the capability to recondle and/or
choose amngstthem— excepperhapsn a nechaical preprogammed
way, according to some higher-level command. By contrast, a suggestion
(uswaly in caombination or conpettion with other suggegins) promptsa
system to construct an appropriate response from its repertoire of basic
posshbilities? It raises aweighted possbility, that must mmpete with
aternaives.

Of course, some suggers have richer repertoires and more autonomy
than others. Same suggestions pehaps, are so poweflful tha they amount
to campulsions;andthese my be a&d upon amoston reflex asfithey
wereconrol signaks. But concepualy, the dstinction is verysimple. When
you drive the ca, rotating the steering wheel clockwiseis more thanjust a
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behave autonomously dongcertain lines whenthey receive a sufficient trigger (of
suggestions) to do .
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suggestion. You are commanding the car to turn right, and controlling it in
doing so;andyouwantas ittle daubt abait the cais respamse as podse.
But if I, sitting next to you with the map, tell yau to turn right at the light,
that 5 only a sggeston — which you might go albbng with or override for a
dozendifferentreasons.

Soit is the nultiplicity andpotentil for corflict among sugyesions that
distinguishes sugesive gudance fom cyberndt cortrol? You would trea
control asa Imiting ca®g of siggesive gudance?

When, and only when, the autonomy of the system being controlled is
negligible. Ingeneral, a rdatively autonomous production system constructs
a suitable response to the mixed suggestionsit receives. Forit to do
something, it is sdficient that there be a preponderance of suggestions to
do it oversuggestons not b. Thus,“It seemedlike a god idea athe ime”
is dways a sensble explanaion. One may not be able to push it further, and
expain justwhy it seenedlike a god idea.

When it seems worthwhile, we can distinguish between the suggestive
messge andhe sggesbn itsef for exta claity. Varous siggersmay
receive he ame mesaebut drawdifferentsuggesons fom it. A mesae
is siggesive a meanngful to a gvensug@rbecase t promptsthatsugyer
toward doing something. Whether and how that suggestion is followed is
another question. It’s in the sugge’s discretion (as we say) how the
suggestion is understood, whether it is followed and precisely how it is
followed.

When you &k me to dosomething, you ae not telling me how to doit, nor
in any way causng me to doit. Butyou ae informing me (or suggesting
that | believe) that it would pleaseyou if | did it.

Yes.The cybernetiparadim of contwol leads & o think of suggersas
more coherenandlessautonanous thanwe krow themto be.

A request is asuggestion to do something, combined with asuggestion
that the peson making it will be pleased or displeased dgpending on
whether its recipient complies. A command in tha word’s ordinary meaning
is asugeston to do sonething, combinedwith a suggsion that
conseqences Wl follow if the regdientdoes na conply. A statementis a
sugyesion to believe sorething. Evena qeston can behought of asa
suggestion tha acorrect answer is possible and desired. Or, one might
think of the queston asa suggegin thatusefulsug@stons on thg mater
are wanted. But suggestion itself is aprimitive notion — too basic to dlow of
definition. In general, asuggestion jug raises a possibility, giving it weight
andflava andvale agaistotherpossbilities aised ly other suggesins.

| see wha you mean. When you ak me to bring you acoffee, you ae not
actually controlling me. You don't tell me exactly how to do it. You don'’t
tell me which mugto use, or whether to bringit in acup aad saucer. And
you assime thatl know how youtake youcoffee — andvould be surpised
if | asked.

And if you told me we were out of coffee and asked what | would like
instead, | wouldn’t feel you had gone out of control. This point is
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important: In the work world, managers don’t actually control their
workers,anddon’t wantto. They reed to ely onther workers'inteligerce
and active contribution to the puposes a hand. When they need to gve
specific orders for every little detail, the organization isin trouble. That's
why a vork-to-rulestrike & efective.

All right. | see the distinction you want to make; and | see why you wart to
make i. Where dowe go fom here?

Wel, I'm sug@sing thatwe dscusshie minds andactvities ofsugyers,
espedly human sugers,n teems of sugyesive gudance reher han
cyberndt cortrol — soasnot to forgetthe atonomy they reain, however
strondy they are influenced.

Do yau mean,so ashot to forgetther “free wil?” That’s the hstidea |
would have expected coming from you.

It's not a question of “free will.” | certainly do not believe that aur thoughts
and dhoices stand outside of Nature and causdlity — though in this areatoo |
agree with Dennett that free will, as such, is not a coherent idea, and that we
hawe all he varietiesof it worth warting.> Nonetheless, cosdously or not,
we weigh and dhoose beween dterndive suggestions— ome putto usby
other people, some arising in our own bins, and some of these originaing
in our very genes. Theweighing and recondliation of suggestionshgppens
spantaneosly — which is why we speak of ecadly — kut urlesswe feel
compeled by sone rresstible degie or impulse,the cloices ve make fel
like our choices. In any case, others will attribute those choices to usand
hold usresponsible for them and for their outcomes. Indead, our
expectationsthat they will do @, and thetraining we have had in taking
responsibility for our actionsare sources of suggestion tha we factor
against our desires in actually making the choice. What we mean by free will
is more acaratly caledfunctionalaubnomy — anatribute of avy systm
with the capality to decde andacton its own behaf, for its own reasns.

re-suggestive structures
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You stil haven't told me what yas meanby a cgnitive eology, ard you're
pinning an aviul lot to thatidea.Justwhatis thatsupposed b be? What
“species’ comprise an ecology of that kind?

The “species’ are mental paterns paterns of feeling, thoudht and behavior
tha propagae and cet reproduced reliably as needed. Induded too are the
material attifacts hatsugestandsulsewve air mentd paterns.We may
think of them as “structures of re-suggestion” (or as re-suggestionsor
suggestive structures, for short) because whenever they are confronted or
engaged or utilized, they tender suggestionsto the pesons (ourselves and
others) who are doing 0.

Some re-sggestons —for example,a word, anarticle of clotling, or a
recipe— ae fairly narow ard gecific. Others — like alanguage abranch of
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prevbusly cted.



Thea:

Guy:

Thea:

Thea:

Thea:

scenceor astyle of alisne —are broadandabstact. Like Hological

species, these structures exist in dynamic bdance with one another, and
co-evolvehirough the same processesf slf-organizéion thatwe dscussed
the other evening. To urderstand the social world and the paternswe live
by, we need to understand just how competing suggestions“gd” or

“curdle” into ressugyesive stuctures.

“Gel'? “Curdle”? Those ae not veryscentfic terms!

Coin your own word if youdon't like hem The dea § that,in a grenarea
of experience, the suggestions (usudly distributed across many personsand
occasions) can evolve or self-organize into fairly durable artifacts, habit
paterns and conaepts tha will themselves serve as reliable sources of
suggeston. The cesgn of abuilding or a newproduct ae good exanples.
Soisthewriting of abook. A writer gathers suggestionsfrom people he
meets and Peaks with, from his own fe experience and his very flesh and,
of couse,from otherwriters In his mind andon the mge al these
suggestionswork themselves together somehow nto amanugript — a
tangibé atifact. Once published these witten words becone a ext a new
saurce of suggestive influence on whoever reads it,and a @ntribution to
the discourse from which it ssemmed.

But surely that’s a deliberate act. The author writes the book.

From one paspective, of course hedoes. Butto understand how his mind
works, we need to cut alittle deeper. We need to remember that his
thoughts musthawe been sggestédto him by sonething or other.We need
to think of these suggstons asco-evovinginto paterns hatrubbed
against one another and became mutually com patible — hopefully, in some
interesting and valuable way — like co-evolving species in the naural world.
From tha perspective, the “author” isjust awarm body in which the
suggestionsdid their thing— forming themselves into sructures. The
process is caled “thinking” — but what the writer is actualy doing, mostly, is
staring a his laptop screen, or out the window.

So the thinking just happens somehow in the circuits of his brain. Do we
know how thatworks?

WEe'll come to tha question later — whda is known adoutit today. We're not
ready yet to discuss the parsing, weighing and recombination of suggestions
at the neural leve. Let's consder amore tractable question: “Wha do aur
thinking processes produce?” What resuggestive structures get built to
populate ou suljecive worlds?

If I undestand wha you're saying, these mug beadl the familiar features of
the world aswe corstrue andunderstandit. All our ideas— al our cultural

artifacts and “mentifacts’ — mug befairly congstent sources of suggestion

just tothe extent they arefamiliar tous, am that we know what to do with

them.



Thea:

Guy:

Thea:

Thea:

Guy:

Thea:

Very good. To say that something is familiar is precisely to say that we
know how to relate and copewith the suggestionsit putsto us— wha looks
good (or bad) and possible from where we stand. Thus we can say that dl
familiar stuations, al the thing we recgnize ard interactwith, are
cornfigurations ofre-sugyeston, actng asfairly coterent and reliabke souces
of suggeson to us eah time thatwe encoaterthem Dally life might then
be imagned asa knd of dance, to “chords” of suggestion (aralogous with
musical chords) drawn from the structures of re-suggestion around us. A
date with a fiend a family mea| a busness tansaciton andwhatever ese
gdsorganized bythese suggestive structures tha make it the sort of
occasionit is,and instrud us on the appropriate kehavior.

Your mudca metaphor is rather neat. Those reverberating chords of
re-suggestion become the rich world aswe experience it.

We can push it one step further, perhgps Those structures of re-suggestion
correspond to printed natesin an orchestral score tha suggest how the
muscians can reede the same (©r verysimilar) musc eachime they pay
the piece. Then we night liken the sublimind processing of uncon<ious
mind to the harmonics or “overtones’ that give a musical chord its texture.

Your structures ofressuggeston are ike NorbertWeiners “to whom it may
concein” messges.They reed ot have he sare meanng for everyone.

No, of course not. There may be areas of agreement, but dso of
disageenenton the sggesibns pu by a gienitem. A treemay be a@urce
of valuable huilding material to one person, a urce of firewood to

another, alookout post to athird, asource of shade or a purely aesthetic
object to afourth. It suggests the same class labd — “tree” — to each person;
yetis adifferent kind of thing for eachWe mustalwayswonderto what
extent a given thing is consistent in the suggestions it puts, a no two people
will seeit in exadly the sam way.

What you are saying agrees well with the object relations theory of child
development. It may take the infant some time to recognize tha the “good
mother” who satsfies it wishes,and the “bad mother” who frustratestiare
oneand the same person.

Not only do people become coheent, identifiable sources of suggestion for
oneanother as they connect to each other in relationships. Thetypes of
relationship, reified into aultural ingitutionslike Marriage or Motherhood,
become powerful structures of re-suggestion too. People seem to need the
orientation that such institutions provide. Ladking specific instincts to
situateus n our life-worlds, we cannolive without such cukuralstructures.

Relgioussystems provide such guidance. From tha perspective, the
gueston whetherther teachngs ae true s realy besie the pint. They
would be inderdood in your terms asstuctures ofressuggesion that
suggest a certain wayof undestanding oneself, orienting oneself in the
world, and relating to others as aperson.



Thea:

Guy:

All human culture serves such purposes. Religion purportsto do so & some
ultimate level that ordinary experience cannot reach. But even on a purely
secular lewel, our politicd and economic institutions tdl us which games to
play andhow to play hem Our tools andatifacts tell us hav to use hem
to getthings dane.Our sgns andsynbols el us hav to think. All these
structures are mutually inter-dependent, mutually supportive; and from this
ecological system, escapeis scarcely possible. We can question, evade or
rebe agang specific suggestionsof culture, but further suggestionsand
re-suggestive structures dways provide the meansfor doing so.

Your notion of re-suggestion sounds alot like what | was trained to cal a
script — athoroudhly familiar concept in psychology today. We spesk of
sexual scripts and interpersonal scripts — scripts for al the roles we play in
our ddly lives. As children we earned sripts for usng thetoilet, and for
tying our shodaces. We have scripts for dl sorts of things. Does your
coneptof resuggstion redly add anthing?

Script is asomewha narowerconcept. You would nat call the Setue of
Liberty a sript, nor a calhedal, nor a songnor the English ngwage as
whole; yet al of these are powerful re-suggestive structures. A script tells
youhow to behae n a cetain stuatbon. Ressugesive stuctures nay
suggest specific thoudnts, feelings and behaviours, but mos of them do ot
guide yaur actvities in ag direct,step-ly-stepfashon, like thescrpt for a
play or movie. They are just sources of suggestion, persistent and durable
enouch to uggest roughly the same things from one person and one
encounter to another. A script is one kind of re-suggestion. Cetainly, the
two concepts are closely related; and | have no objection if you gretch the
more convenient word <cript for what | call are-suggestion or asuggestive
structure.l may dothatmysef sometimes.

culture as a guidance system

Thea:

Thenpersonaty, scipts of vaious kinds,andcuture tsef can be seen
collectively as are-suggestive guidance systan that we take on board to
orient ourselves in theworld and copewith it. For other creatures, the
resugesive stuctures ag mosty hard-vired nto ther nervaus sysims as
whatwe cal ther “instincts” But whatis nstinct, anyvay?

Asyou sy, inginct is defined & behavior tha requires no learning, but
there ae¢ gry aeaswhere i is not ® simple.For exanple,sone bids,
when raised in complete isolation, will not learn the songs typical of their
specés.On the oher handalowed minimal contactwith adilts,they reed
very little cuing to learn their songs correctly.® Roughly the same
observation can be made on human children in connection with waking
and language Kidsare not born knowing how to dothese things, but have
extraordinary gptitudeand drive to learn, with only minimal cuing from
addts. Sq in gererd, whatwe cal “instnct” is parly innate, but party a
pre-disposition to learn. It's misleading to think of instinct as wholly
unleanedandinvoluntary. Humans hag veryfew behaviral
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Thea:

Guy:

predispostionstha need nolearning or practice at dl, and tha cannot be
suppressed voluntarily. On the other hand, it’s undeniable now, that there is
such athing as “human nature.”” There are many behaviors that come easily
to us and others that ae very difficult.

At the sam time, without suggesive gudance fom elbaate cutures
andpersonatelatonships,we ae extaordinarly heplessin mostresped.
In fact, it's posdile b see hman kology andthe human ife cyck as
organized around our need to elaborate and extend the vague, generic
paternstha evolution has given us We take our cues from artifacts, from
langwage from the cutures “corvertional wisdam,” and from the soal
roles hatwe asume — espeally in work andfamily life — finding ourselves
under greatpressire b perform our roles coheremt and“responsbly,” so
that ahers can perform theirs. When we sa that ateenager needs to “get a
life; it'sthe dsenceof dl thisguidancethatwe're noting.

Whensomeore aked Freudwhatheathy peode coud do thatneuotics
coud not, he answrel, “L ove andwork.” For mostpemle,thatmeans a
job anda famly — ustthe sabiizing roles hatteenagers ddt have.

No — not for afew years yet, most of them.
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