The Institute for General Semantics offers some really great insights into the human experience - it begins to offer a structured way for us to examine our experience  - consider the following:
 

· how people behave as a result of their verbal and symbolic environments; 

· how to apply a scientific approach in daily life so we can think and behave in accordance with what we 'know' about our world and ourselves; 

· understanding the role that language plays in what we perceive and how we respond to events and situations; 

 

Obviously, anyone in education can see how important these are to the process of meaningful learning. The General Semantics website offers some great resources.   I was lucky enough to be exposed to the work of Korzybski a few years before I started teaching and though my certification in Neuro-Lingusitic Programming - it was this study that lead me into the educational arena - and I'm a little surprised that there is not a more general currency of the ideas in our practice - I tend to think the type of work we do in Drama - personal experience, aesthetics, metaphor, symbol, etc has a lot to gain from an understanding of different expressions - after all we are often pushed into the position of having to generalise our Drama through language rather than being comfortable with the ambiguity of a personal expression of experience - we try to apply language to the work we create and that actually diminishes it.

 

So... check out - http://www.time-binding.org
 

Cheers

 

Kim Flintoff

 

 

13 Common Symptoms of Language Mis-Behaviors
To varying degrees, we are prone to commit these, and other, language behaviors that reflect inappropriate evaluations, i.e., our language 'maps' do not properly reflect what we 'know' about the territories of our external, and internal, 'worlds': 

1. We fail to differentiate facts (verifiable, historical observations/events) from inferences, assumptions, premises, beliefs, etc. 

2. We try to force two-valued, either-or, black-white, etc., distinctions on events and situations which more appropriately ought to be thought of in terms of gradations, i.e., relative to other points along a spectrum rather than absolutely one or the other. 

3. We fail to account for multiple causes for any particular event, both in dimension of breadth (what other factors affected the result?) and sequence (what caused "the cause"?); we tend to simplistically focus on seeking 'the' (singular) cause. 

4. We fail to recognize the uniqueness of our own experiences; we forget that almost every statement - to include descriptions, judgments, opinions, etc. - we make could be prefaced, or appended, by "to me". 

5. We fall victim to the false-to-facts structural flaw of the subject/predicate grammatical form, particularly with respect to unaware use of the "is" of identity and predication; "That boy is a discipline problem." "The rose is red." The form implies a factual relationship between the subject and predicate, as though the label ("discipline problem") and color ("red") were actually properties or qualities 'in' the subjects, rather than descriptions reflecting the evaluations made by the speaker. 

6. We objectify processes or high order abstractions as things, or nouns, and speak about them as though they have properties similar to 'real', non-verbal 'things'; the weather, the economy, the handling of the crisis, truth, honesty, justice, security, privacy, etc. 

7. We tend to look more for similarities than we do differences; within a group (or a label for a group) we assume similarities that do not necessarily exist and fail to see the individual differences: let's get a 'woman's perspective', look at it from the 'black point of view'; all liberals are this way; all conservatives believe …. 

8. We fail to account for the fact that every 'thing' - including every person - changes over time; we should not expect that Bob2002 has the same priorities, attitudes, interests, policies, fears, expectations, etc., as did Bob1982. 

9. We talk in absolute, all-inclusive terms that do not reflect the facts of our limited experiences; we cannot experience 'all' or 'everything' of 'anything'. Avoid unaware and inappropriate use of absolute terms (exact same, never, always, all, none, absolutely, without exception) and remember the etc. - more can always be said. 

10. We ought to acknowledge that whatever we 'know,' 'believe', or 'assume' is derived from incomplete information, therefore we ought to hold our conclusions, judgments, beliefs, and assumptions rather tentatively, subject to revision should subsequent 'facts' or events indicate. 

11. We often confuse the subject noun (actor) and the object noun (recipient of the action). When we say things like, "She hurt my feelings," and "He was mean to me," we assign the 'action', or the feelings of 'hurt' and 'mean' to someone else, instead of accepting that we generated the feelings. Catch yourself when you say, "It makes me _______" – what is "it" and what does "it" do when "it" "makes"? 

12. We avoid taking responsibility for our own evaluations, judgments, and opinions, when we: 1) generalize "you" when you mean "I" (How did it feel to hit the winning shot? "Well, you've got so much going on that you can't think about it, you just have to go on your instincts."); and 2) attribute to some undefined "it" ("It just shows you that it's never too late for it to teach you a lesson."). 

13. Avoid perpetuating inappropriate, outdated notions such as myths, superstitions, jinxes, etc.; e.g. "13" is an unlucky number. Remember the principle behind Chinese water torture … the cumulative effects of a simple thing can, over time, become significant.  


Dear Kim:
     Great post!  So true.  General Semantics informs all of the work I do both as an actor/director and as a teacher of dramatic theory.  I was privileged to study under Harry Weinberg at Temple University in the 60s and his work Levels of Knowing and Existence: An Introduction to General Semantics is a great place to start for anyone who is interested in this area of study.  Harry's story is quite interesting in and of itself.  He was a student of Korzbski and in many ways is to him as say Ernst Jones is to Freud and Stella Adler is to Stanislavski.  It is Harry who popularized Korzbski's Map-Territory analogy to explain the relationship of symbol to reality that is so germane to an understanding of Semantics and Cybernetics.
     Other works that compliment Weinberg and Korzbskis' for me
are Suzanne Langer's Philosophy in a New Key and Hayakawa's Language in Action.  Thanks for reminding me of this vital area that truly as you say informs much of what we do in the teaching and practice of drama.

best 

pat cronin

Hi Pat,
 

Yes - the work has had its moments in the spotlight.  I must confess to not consciously thinking about GS for a couple of years now.  But I have been in a particularly analytical phase lately - my dual roles as classroom teacher and pre-service educator provide me with opportunities to see how theory is implemented in schools...   and I've been trying to explain the nature of Drama education to our new Head of Learning Area, a teacher of Italian (in our school Arts and LOTE are administered together)...  in the course of some rather heated discussions it became apparent that the only people in the room who clearly understood the dilemma were me, the other Drama teacher and the Dance teacher... the Visual Arts, Music, Media and Language teachers were all unaware of the subjective nature of much of the learning and expression in Drama (based on a Process Drama style approach)...  I was struggling to find different ways to help explain our perspective when I remembered GS....
 

The intangible nature of a lot of learning in Drama (and I'll draw a distinction here between the work we were discussing and the type of Drama that focuses on theatre and stagecraft) is readily explained by reclaiming the deletions described by GS...  
 

Subjectivity and the sensory nature of experience are challenges to the bureaucratic structures we find in education - it is not possible for a teacher to evidence "what it is like" for a student in any particular Drama experience - how do we evidence the "innate knowing" that triggers our intuition when doing certain types of Drama work - all the behavioural descriptors still do not capture the difference between mechanistic reproduction and when a student has "got it"...  
 

I'm hoping that by revisiting GS I can find different ways to begin to highlight the differences between Drama and other ways of knowing...  I guess the best way would be to run my colleagues through some Drama work themselves...  and I doubt they come at that!
 

I also think the language aspect of GS is really interesting - ePrime - I draw on that quite often in my writing - although at times it seems to annoy English teachers seeking "active voice"....  ePrime and General Semantics remind us of the subjective nature of our existence and as such highlight the ambiguity and uncertainty of meaning - and that appears to frighten some folk... especially teachers who have clearly defined ways of knowing the world in absolute terms...  
 

When we ask students to engage in role and to participate in an imagined experience we are asking them to set aside linguistic generalisations and to actually have a personal experience - any debriefing or reflective discussion is quite removed from the experience itself - they actually KNOW in drama - they then need to translate into language to discuss it - this process of translation is always partial, always generalised and always inadequate...  and "always" is a universal modifier that generalises experience... language diminishes experience - that was the premise of my conception of the play Kaspar by Peter Handke when I directed it some years ago...  language is not specific - language pretends to specificity by deleting subjectivity...  and that aspect of GS excites me... 
 

On the subject of Handke's Kaspar, I recall a teacher of English, the mother of a friend and one of my actresses, coming to me in tears after witnessing the performance and claiming that I had undermined her existence and destroyed her whole reason for teaching... she saw what she was doing as liberating her students - my direction of the Kaspar put forward the premise that language diminishes the individual and operates to deny the lived experience... apparently this message came through in a very effective way for this woman...  we can "never" be certain of another person's meaning by any objective measure....
 

And that's where Drama can be seen to have overlaps with aspects of Maths (Gödel's Theorem) and Physics (Heisenberg's Uncertainty Principle)....  
 

I also like how Lakoff and Johnson's work with "metaphor" ties in with this field - cognitive science and consciousness studies are other areas that I've found many teachers have taken little time to encounter...  
 

Of course, in keeping with my understanding of General Semantics - this is all on my map of the territory...  anyone care to add some extra details or modifications?
 

Kim Flintoff
"We understand experience metaphorically when we use a gestalt from one domain of experience to structure experience in another domain."

George Lakoff and Mark Johnson
(1980) Metaphors we live by
Now - isn't that what we regularly do in drama?  We create physical and emotional metaphors, dramatic expressions if you like, of experience and understanding...  we take aspects of one domain of our experience - and create a gestalt in dramatic action... tableaux, roles, dance, improvisation, etc are all expressions of this metaphorical transformation....
 

when we attempt to reconstruct in objective terms - through interpretation and language - we start to whittle away the totality and completeness of the expression...
 

Kim
Ok... sorry to harp on this - I've gotten quite excited again... 
 

The nature of Drama can be explained in many ways - just as Isadora Duncan replied when asked to explain a dance - "If I knew how to do that I wouldn't need to dance it", and Chopin when asked to explain one of his compositions played it a second time...
 

When we create dramatic experiences - that is the KNOWLEDGE we are seeking, not the convoluted linguistic explorations afterwards...  
 

I remember when studying for my teaching qualification my classmates were appalled when my answer to a question about the adolescent phenomenon called "Sturm und Drang" that we'd encountered in class was this:

They were even more appalled when my tutor responded very positively to it....
 

To me this tale touches on to the difficulties we sometimes encounter when we try to explain what we do in Drama education.... and my fear is that as teachers duck for cover and try to justify their accountability to bureaucratic guidelines they will diminish the nature of the work and reduce it to the simplistic behavioural components of theatre and stagecraft... rather than embracing the uncertain, ambiguous, refuse-to-be-pigeonholed nature of Drama as a way of knowing and learning through imagined experience....
 

Kim
