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FounpaTtions ofF FaMmiLy THERAPY

disturbances. Denials of thoughts or feelings, inability to judge
objective “out there” reality, blurring of differences of opinion,
cryptic and fragmented utterances would all be logical ways to
communicate in a family in which one had no basis for what was
“real”” except validation by other family members, and where the
only “reality” validated would be intense loyalty and closeness. An
attempt by one member at individuation might cause the family to
focus all its fear and dislike of non-mutuality onto him or her,
making that person into a scapegoat. This would reinforce the fam-
ily’s primary value of closeness and enslave the negatively per-
ceived person just as effectively as if he had never tried to leave the
fold.

No treatment of the work on schizophrenic communication
should ignore the contribution of British psychiatrists R. D. Laing
and A. Esterson, whose concept of mystification (closely related to
the double bind) was illustrated by a series of studies of schizophre-
nic young women carefully observed in the context of their families,
The evidence that the apparently distorted perceptions of these
women were fed and supported by disguised communications from
other family members is forcefully documented in the book based
on these studies, Sanity, Madness, and the Family. ** The behavior of the
schizophrenic was adaptive; it was a logical response to an illogical
situation.

To describe this behavior, however, most of the researchers we
have discussed used a cybernetic analogy,\since families with schiz-
ophrenics (or maybe all med to possess something like
a homeostatic element that resisted change. Symptomatic behavior
was considered an integral part of this resistance.

The writer who drew most brilliantly upon the cybernetic anal-
ogy was Bateson. Bateson’s ideas about the patterning of social
fields, and the cybernetic paradigm he developed to support those
ideas, were to have a unique influence on the family researchers
who were his disciples and those who followed after.

146
!

Chapter 2

s
¢

.
(¥ .

7
/)0'(’/ qov

44 ¢
. J

The Dynamics v~

A
ne

of Social Fields .-

Bateson and the Grand Design

One of Bateson's central concerns was what he called “the pat!
that connects.”” He believed that at some level of structure the
a congruence among, the laws governing different types of eve
Speaking of his father, a noted British geneticist, he said,

In this early-—and as | think he knew—his best work, he posed prob!
of animal symmetry, segmentation, serial repetition of parts, patterns,
... I picked up a vaguemysticakfeeling that we must look for the ¢
sort of processes in all fields 6f natural phenomena—that we might ex
to find thésame sort of laws at work in the structure of a crystal as it
structure of ociety, “brthat the segmentation of an earthworm migl
comparable to the process by which basalt pillars are formed.!

One of the elder Bateson’s areas of study was the way par!
organisms differentiate. Some do so serially, down a hierarcl
ladder, like the legs of a lobster; this is metameric differentia
Others differentiate symmetrically, with each part exactly like
other, like the radial tentacles of ajellyfish.
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What, one might ask, have lobsters and jellyfish to do with the
structure of human society? The younger Bateson, looking for a
grand design, thought they might have a lot to do with it. He needed
what he called a “visual diagram,” and the analogy of differentia-
tion in biological structures provided him with the form that came
closest to explaining one of the problems that fascinated him most
when he started his career: the patterning controlling social segmen-
tation.

It was around the time he was studying the latmul culture in New
Guinea in the early 1930s that the problem began to haunt him. He
had gone out like a good cultural anthropologist, equipped with the
proper background (he had been a student of Franz Boas), using the
right tools (notebooks and informants), following the usual proce-
dures (immersing himself in the life of the culture), and generating
appropriate themes through which to interpret his findings (con-
cepts like “eidos” and “ethos”).

However, he did one improper thing: He did not stay within the
confines of the universe as defined by anthropologists of that day.
A ceremony caught his eye that did not lend itself either to orthodox
interpretation or to his ingenious categories. This was the naven
ceremony, and the processes it expressed seemed to deal with social
instability: that is, how conflicts and divisions within the group
were handled. The main findings of Bateson’s resulting bookmrw%
contributed greatly to his subsequent thinking about social\f)g—
cesses.?

The Jatmul of New Guinea were headhunting people living in
villages of two hundred to a thousand inhabitants. Placement in the
various phratries, moieties, and clans was determined by patrilineal
descent, but the lines connecting each family with the mother’s kin
were emphasized in less formal ways. What struck Bateson most
forcefully was the absence of hierarchy in this society. There was
no governing body, no chief, no status structure of importance in
any of the villages. If someone wronged someone else, there was no
higher authority to whom disputes could be brought. Clan feuds
might result, and retaliations would be exacted, either through sor-
cery or through more direct means, like killing someone. At the
same time there was an intense emphasis on rivalry and display. The
clans or initiatory moieties were constantly competing. What
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seemed to happen when rivalries became too intense or quarrels
insoluble was that one of the feuding clans would split off and form
a new village.

Here is where the visual diagram afforded by biological differen-

tiation processes came in. In a later article discussing latmul society,
Bateson explains:

Impressed by the phenomenon of metameric differentiation, I made the
point that in our society with its hierarchical systems (comparable to the
earthworm or the lobster), when a group secedes from the parent society,
it is usual to find that the line of fission, the division between the new
group and the old, marks a differentiation of mores. The Pilgrim Fathers
wander off in order to be different. But among the latmul, when two groups
in a village quarrel, and one half goes off and founds a new community,
the mores of the two groups remain identical

Bateson never explored further his idea that hierarchical societies
tend to produce heretical groups when they“dl;lldé, whereas éym—
metrical groups produce carbon copies. What hé 16oked &t Thore
thoroughly"(aiid What is more germane to this study) is the mech-
anisms countering fission in the latmul, chief among which seefited
to be the fiaver. 7 o

The naven was a ceremony, or group of gestures deriving from this
ceremony, which affirmed the attgc\hment between a child, a lauq,
and his mother’s brothers, his waus. Navens might be performed at
important moments in the child’s life. They would take place when
he changed from one status to another, or when he achieved certain
culturally approved “firsts,” (his first fish spearing or his first homi-
cide). MNaven gestures were also elicited by inordinate displays of
pride or boasting by laua to wau. In these cases a naven behavior by
wau would be in the nature of a chastisement, reminding /aua that
he was stepping out of line.

A really grand naven could draw in relatives from both sides of the
family. The children’s uncles on the mother’s side would dress up
like silly old women and treat the children like mock husbands. On
the father’s side, the female relatives would don male ceremonial
attire and strut about caricaturing male warlike displays. latmul

women enjoyed this all the more because they were normally sub-
ordinate to the men.
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At first Bateson assumed that the naven operated like a sort of
social glue, strengthening the ties to the mother’s family of origin
in this very patrilineal culture. But the visual pattern that began to
dominate his thinking was of planes of cleavage crossing each othef
The main split line was between brothers and brothers-in-law and
the cla\svt}\ey represented. This any custom ‘that strengthened the
link between them, or counteracted its tendency to break, would be
important.

Along with the effort to see the structure of latmul society stati-
cally, in the form of a design, came another effort to see it dynami-
cally, in a state of movement. It was at this point that Bateson
coined the term “schismogenesis.” This word described the type of
escalation found throughout the natural world and exemplified by
the vicious circle and called by other researchers “mutual reaction
processes,” “deviation-amplifying mutual causal processes,” “posi-
tive feedback chains,” and the like.

Schismagenesis

Bateson applied his new term primarily to relationships between
people, as opposed to mutual causal processes in general. He defined
it as a “process of differenfiation in the norms of individual bebaviar resulting from
cumulative inferaction belween individuals.'* These processes are distin-
guished by the fact that they develop by mutual reaction, exponen-
tially. In latmul society Bateson observed the presence of self-rein-
forcing cycles in which the actions of A would trigger B’s responses,
which would then trigger an even more intense reaction from A, and
so forth. These cycles could be broken down into two types. One
of these types Bateson called ‘ ‘symmetrical” meaning that the-es-
calatxng}fha/v jiarshof A and B wouMentlally similar, as in
cases of rivalry or competition. The other type he called “comple-
mentary” because the self-generating actions would be different, as
in cycles of dominance-submission or succoring-dependence.

Bateson cites several examples of schismogenic cycles. One is the
self-reinforcing-relationship sequence that results in some types of
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mental illness. Bateson specifically mentions faranaia,in which th
patient, being distrustful, triggers responses in others that have th
result of justifying his fears and making him even more distrustfu
Another example is the type of marital malad]ustment that resul’
when one partner is extremely assertive and the other very compl
ant, and these characteristics become progressively accentuated, th
one partner becoming more and more compliant as the oth
becomes more and more assertive.

Bateson notes that these processes can occur in arenas other ths
interpersonal ones. He mentions the way culture contacts betwec
two societies can lead to special arrangements that can be eith
symmetrical or complementary, the symmetrical spirals representc
by arms races and the complementary ones represented by tensios
between social classes.

Bateson also suggests that there are two aspects to these sel
reinforcing processes. There is the exponential process that js sel
stopping or gets stﬂ_d and there is the expone“r:t;ll process th
does not get stopped but does not destroy the system. Of particular intere
is the escalation that passes beyond the limits of the previous 2
rangement, apparently rushing toward ineluctable doom, and th
emerges with a transcendengl synthesis nobody had foreseen.

In this chapter we will be addressing ourselves to the two typ
of exponential process described by Bateson and to the princip)
that govern not only self-stabilizing escalations but the ones tr
threaten to get out of hand. In addition, we will examine the idc
of other researchers who have puzzled over these curious self-rej
forcing cycles and devised some useful theories about them.

Mutual Reaction Processes

Kenneth Boulding, in his Conflict and Defense, investigates the prc
erties of self-reinforcing cycles using the term “mutual reacti
processes.”5 He devotes a good part of his treatise (published
1962) to an analysis of formulas presented by the British politi
scientist and mathematician L. F. Richardson in a 1939 study
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armament races and international hostilities with the unusual title
““The Statistics of Deadly Quarrels.” Richardson had devised math-
ematical equations to express escalating hostilities between nations,
dominance-submission patterns, and the like. Boulding translates
these formulas into graphs, which he calls “Richardson Process
Models.”

Boulding is clearly talking about the same thing Bateson is talking
about: processes in which a movement by one party changes the
field of the second, forcing a compensatory move by the second
party, and so on. In economics, Boulding says, this process is exem-
plified by the price war; the political scientist knows it as an arma-
ments race; students of relationships find it in competitive clashes
between husbands and wives; labor movement people see it in the
struggles between union and management; and it is even found in
the animal kingdom, in the relationship between predator and prey.

Boulding is mixing interpersonal and noninterpersonal processes
here, and does not make use of Bateson’s distinction between sym-
metrical and complementary differentiation, but he does show rep-
resentative cases of both. One graph depicts a symmetrical escala-
tion in which two parties.intensify hostilities until they reach what
Boulding calls<an ‘equilibrium point,” aty which place the activity
stops. According to Bou dmg—wh" as taken the idea from Richard-
son, this point represents an intersection where Te aggression is can-
celed by some increasing %ptor Tike war weariness or fatlgue In
another graph depicting this situation, the escalation mounts indefi-
nitely, but Boulding says this could not happen in real life because
there would be some boundary which could not be passed witkout
the system breaking down or the activity shifting to a new form:
arms races to war, marital quarrels to divorce, and so on.

In the different case of a dominance-subfiission cycle, Boulding
follows Richardson in graphing a situation analogous to the preda-
tor-prey relationships in sparsely inhabited terrain. In the Arctic, for
instance, where wolves subsist on rabbits, an increase in the rabbit
population means more wolves. But the increase in the wolf popula-
tion begins to erode the rabbit population. This in turn reduces the
wolf population until the rabbit population builds up again.

The same situation often holds true in human relationships,
where one person is apparently dominated, the other the one who
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dominates. The dominant person will increase his power over the
submissive one until the submission reaction becomes so extreme
that 1t o’ longer_stimulates a domlmmlm
person “will then become increasingly assertive until the dominance
reaction is triggered off again and the cycle repeats.

The t_girr_\gw_flomlnant and “submissive” are unfortunate because
they suggest a power struggle rather than a systemic sequence that
neither person has the power to resist. The beauty of the concept
of complementary escalation is that it avoids the tendency to see
such struggles in terms of individual motivation. In fact, as Boulding
points out, such arrangements tend to have a pattern of circularity,
moving about a point of equilibrium. The graph which depicts them
fittingly takes the form of a spiral. Although Boulding does not take
up the question of complementary mutual reaction processes get-
ting out of hand, examples can be 1magmed paf‘ents dlscxplmmg
their children to the point of injuring them or Worse; “master races”
exterminating ‘inferior”” ones in the name of racial purity.

In a 1949 essay on Balinese culture, Bateson, too, contemplated
the implications of Richardson’s equations, which he saw were in
some sense mathematical expressions of his concept of schismo-
genesis.® For him, as with Boulding, the mysterious question was:
What puts a stop to such processes, since their very nature is to
escalate? We are back to an examination of contrary movements: a
sequence with a rise and fall which is self-stabilizing, versus a
sequence with an escalation that mounts until some breaking point
is reached or some other event occurs that checks the rising curve.

In other words: deviation-counteracting sequences versus devia /L//

tion-amplifying sequences.

Pondering the Richardson equations, Bateson was dissatisfied
with Richardson’s assumption that if a symmetrical escalation
reached an equilibrium point, or reversed itself, this would be due
to some such factor as fatigue. Instead he posited another possible

answer: the dual need for tension arousal followed by tension r )
d

duction, which is characteristic of many organisms and is expresse
in"activities such as fighting or making love.

Bateson ir investigated other kinds of stops to schismogenesis, stops
that were not physiological but based on external social constraints.

He pointed out in Naven that one factor that prevents a “runaway”
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is to be found in the nature of the relationship between two parties.
If there is enough mutual dependence between two complementary
parties, one of whom is stronger than the other, differentiation wzill
never proceed beyond the point where schismogernic tendencietare
countered by mutual dependency needs.Similaily, a symmetrical
escalation may be held in check by Teciprocal arrangements based
on the interests of both parties, like a barter agreement or—my own
1980s examples—the holding of hostages or nuclear warheads.

Bateson also discusses a varjant in which one complementary
process might counteract another. He takes as an example a mar-
riage in which the tpgigﬁ;—;;ising from a Telationship based on
assertion-submission are relieved by a shift to a relationship based
on caretaking dependency.” The relationship is still complemientary,
but the values it represents shift from negative to positive. Symp-
toms like depression or a psychosomatic illness in a spouse may be
a response of this kind, or may signal the cutoff point for an asser-
tion-submission sequence that has gone too far.

There are larger, societal checks to schismogenesis. Bateson notes
that participating in a national celebration may lessen interclass
tensions; in the same way, a war may unite a country divided
against itself. He also felt that the custom of headhunting among
the latmul, which pitted the society against other groups, may have
lightened the interior stresses due to rivalry and competition.

The anthropologist Fredrik Barth describes a different example of
a social checking mechanism in his study of the way the fiercely
warring Pathan clans of Afghanistan are’ prevented from totally
exterminating one another.® He notes thd deterrent effect of a minor)
chieftain whose support can always tip the balance between two
more powerful chiefs. If a chief who needs a lesser man’s support
to win against a rival chief puts too much pressure on his rival, the
rival can offer the lesser man enough concessions, including his own
chieftainship, to get him to defect. Knowing this, the first chief will
never threaten to wreak as much vengeance on his vanquished
enemy as he might if the third party were not there.

These examples, however, do not suggest what laws or guiding
principles may be governing thiese mysterious action/reaction pro-
cesses, of the chiecks which-arise to stop them. Bateson’s contribu-
tion was a growing s'\:i/spicionr.t_hat”_}_bg_gg might be some._inbuilt,
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self-equilibrating arrangemep_fiﬂ social groups which kept schi

__mogenic movements under control. In his study of the latmul |

was already mulling over the idea that symmetrical and compl
mentary types of schismogenesis might operate in a mutually cow
teracting way. Yor instance, he posited that a small dose of symme
rical b‘ehé'(/ié?'ih\Eﬂﬂcdr'nplemeniér'y. relationship might act to che
the tendency toward progressive differentiation. He took as an e
ample the relationship of an English squire to his villagers, whi
is a complementary and not always comfortable one. If the squ
played cricket with the villagers once a year, Bateson noted, t
small action might be enough to ease the strain.

Later, discussing Richardson’s formula for rivalry, which sta!
that the intensity of A’s actions is proportional to the degree
which B is ahead of A (B—A), Bateson observed that the approp
ate formula for a complementary progressive change would be t
opposite, since A’s actions would be proportional to the degree
which B is behind A (A—B). Thus he says,

Notably this formulation is itself a negative of the formulation for rival
the stimulus term being the opposite. It had been observed that symme
cal sequences of actions tend sharply to reduce the strain of excessiv
complementary persons or groups. It would be tempting to ascribe t
effect to some hypothesis which would make the two types of schisr

genesis in some degree psychologically incompatible, as is done by
above formulation ’

But what made the greatest impact on Bateson’s efforts to clai
his thinking about mutual causal processes was his discovery
cybernetics or the science of self-correcting systems like «¢
vomechanisms. In the 1958 Epilogue to Naven, he describes
influence upon his thinking of the Josiah Macy, Jr., Conferen
whith were held during the 1950s and at one of which, in Prince
in 1955, he was asked to speak.!° It was during these meetings t
he became seriously intrigued with the ideas of Claude Shann
Norbert Wiener, and other cybernetic theorists and began to reth
his concept of schismogenesis in terms of the error-activated fe
back cycles found in self-governing systems.

The analogy Bateson found most useful was that of a st
engine with a governor. The whole arrangement depends on a |
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in which the more there is of something, the less there is of some-
thing else. In contrast, when thesituation is such that the more there
is of something the more there is of every other element, you have
what systems engineers call a positive feedback chain or a “runa-
way.” In a steam engine, if the governor were constructed so that
the more the arms diverged the more the supply of steam increased,
this would cause the engine to operate faster and faster, until it
exhausted the available amount of steam or its flywheel would
break. A third possibility would be some form of external restraint
—for instance, representatives of the next system up (the engineers)
might come in and prevent a breakdown by stopping the machine.

Bateson saw the potential of this model in explaining the behav-
iors he had observed while he was studying [atmul culture. In par-
ticular he was now able to analyze the baffling naven ceremony as

if it were a loop of behaviors keepxig’ggrtam varlables of the socxal
system within bounds.._..

The Naven Ceremony as a Cybernetic Mechanism

Noting the forces in latmul society that promoted vicious cycles
leading to either schism or war, Bateson asked what checks existed
to prevent these outcomes. With self-corrective circuits as a model,
Bateson believed an answer was now possible. Might there not exist
in this society a system by which appropriate complementary
behaviors would bring about a corrective’decrease in symmetrical
behaviors? Could not the system be self-corrective in a circular
fashion? Bateson reviewed his findings on latmul culture in this
light.

First of all, there was the overriding structural fact that the weak-
est links in latmul society were those among maternal relahves
These weié broken when a group seceded from its community, since
women went to live in the clan of the man they married.

Bateson quite naturally asked why, if the naven ceremony was to
be understood as providing integration in this area, the emphasis
was on strengthening uncle-nephew ties rather than the brother—
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brother-in-law ones. He surmised that it was due to the importance
of stressing complemerﬂ?ﬂﬂxﬁﬁa corrective to symmetrical
escalations threatening the stability of the group. Clan rivalry made
the possibility of fighting or fission a constant threat, and the naven
seemed to occur when the delicate balance between competing clans
was about to tip. Thus Bateson observed that the naven ceremonial,
which is a caricature of a_complementary sexual relationship, was
set off by overweening (symmetrical) behavior. When a laua boasts
in the presence of wau, the latter exhibits naven behavior. But the full
naven occasion takes place in the context of a step toward vertical
mobility on the part of the laua, as when he becomes a successful
warrior or hunter, This would be even more of a symmetrical escala-
tion, not only as regards wau, but in relation to wau’s entire clan.
However, Bateson was not satisfied with a vague hypothesis of
one schismogenic process intensifying until a corrective contrary
process was set in motion. He wished to find a more specific way
to explain the mechanics of this arrangement. This led him to cyber-
netics, and to the use of a concept that seemed to be crucial to an
understanding of the way cybernetic systems worked.

First and Second Order Change

Up to now, Bateson and other researchers had seen two ways in
which deviation processes might operate: a self-stabilizing se-
quence, which the naven typifies, and, alternatively, an escalation
leading to destruction of the system. But there is a third possibility,
which is that a runaway or escalation can set a leap in motion that
may transform an entire system.

According to systems theorist W. Ross, this third possibil-
ity is explained by a two-level model for change. Living systems,
Ashby noted, are not only able to vary their behaviors in response
to minor variations in the field (as the body keeps within an opti-
mum range of temperature by perspiring when it is hot and shiver-
ing when it is cold), but are often able to change the “setting” for
the range of behaviors whenever the field presents an unusually

.
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serious disruption (as in animal species that developed the capacity
to grow thicker fur when winters became colder, or worked out a
pattern of migrating to warmer climates until spring).!!

This type of “bimodal” feedback is useful, says Ashby, because
it enables the entity or organism to survive both day-to-day fluc-
tuations and drastic changes. He called the corrective responses to
minor fluctuations “first order change” and the responses to drastic
differences in the environment “second order change.” The analogy
most often used to illustrate this distinction is the homely house
thermostat. The automatic shifts it makes to keep the room within
a certain temperature range are first order changes. To make a sec-
ond order change, however, as when the outside temperature falls
precipitously, the householder must alter the setting of the thermo-
stat.

Bateson was looking for factors that would control the potential
runaways of schismogenesis, but he also realized that schismogenic
processes could be useful in breaking up an inappropriate, out-
moded, or unhealthy stability. In his Epilogue to Naven, he paid
tribute to Ashby’s formal analysis regarding change in steady-state
systems.

Let us follow Bateson’s lead in applying these ideas in detail to
the workings of latmul society. For instance, one variable of critical
importance to the society was intense rivalry. In the absence of any
hierarchical structure for resolving conflict, the balance of power
between clans had to remain relatively even. If one or another clan
gained even a small advantage, it had to be counteracted before an
escalation started that might get out of hand. The all-out naven
ceremony may be seen as a first order change, one which would
substitute symmetrlcal escalations for complementary ones. As the
latter is incompatible with the former, this would effectively ham-
per the development gfﬁ_symmetrical»runav@s, and maintain the
status quo.”

But what if a positive feedback chain were set off which the usual
//ceremonies were unable to control? I have surmised that it is possi-

ble that splitting-is-a.second-order change that comes about when
ona o
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*Bateson, unfailingly circular, allowed also for the possibility that too much complemen-
tary behavior might trigger off symmetrical displays.
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complementary themes are unable to check the escalation of mu
belligerence. Among the latmul, a group will go off to form its «
village whenever tensions rise above a certain point. Bateson n
the tendency of the latmul to expand by a proliferation of &
offshoots, each resembling the parent body but not connected t
In this way latmul society survives.

Unfortunately, the deviation-counteracting effect of a self-st«
izing circuit that will create a first order change is, like a r¢
double-edged. The naven ceremony confirms the group in its old
ways, and thus has’ long-range implications for the wéakenin
the group due to loss of ﬂcxxblhty and risk of error. It is'at this p
that the biologists offer a comforting vista with their talk of “var
pools” and the role of deviance in forcing new soluhons To g
another systems thinker, Roger Nett:

Since the creative strength of a society must be sought in the capacit
individuals to evaluate, extend, correct, and ultimately to alter exi:
definitions and understandings (a process which is, in effect, deviation
problem of ordering a society becomes one of utilizing the vital ele:
—deviation—in social-organizational context.!?

In the next chapter we will explore further what writers wi
systems orientation have to say about the forces that promote «
erentness and those that promote sameness in living system
general, not just human systems. The emphasis will be on what
sociologist Magoroh Maruyama calls the “Second Cybernet
Since most theorists of family relationships have focused on
“First Cybernetics”’—deviation-counteracting processes and n
tive feedback chains—Maruyama suggests that more attentio:
given to this “Second Cybernetics,” which he sees as an esses
aspect of change in all living forms.



