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"Human evatuauonal (or semantic) reactions provide the basic unit ofstudy for general semantics. "



GENERAL SEMANTICS: A General Theory ofEvaluation



think o f ge neral semantics (GS) as being "just about words." § OME but in fact it involves much more. Although concern with words and lenI' £QPl£



gua ge remains a vital part of general semantics, that is only "the tip of the iceberg." The below-the-surface part of the "iceberg" focuses on the non-verbal world - what goe s on in ourselves and our universe before we use words to descr ibe it. think about it, etc. With general semant ics we explore relations



between the non-verbal and the verbal. including our verbal and non-verba l transaction s -



how we evaluate.



• Bruce I. Kodish, Ph.D., P.T... pract ices physical thera py and teaches the Alexander Technique of posture-movement education in Pasadena. Clllifomi a. C~3Uthor of D,.,Vfl Yoursetf Salll! ' UJing the Uncommon StnSl.' ofGem ral Semantics, he serves 1.$ a Senior Editor of the G«1I€ra1 Se· ",anUel Bulletin and on the teach ing Staff of the Institute of Genmll Seman tics. Dr. Kodish's boo k, &let Pam SoIJlrion.s: How 1(1 Help Youn elf with POSlure·M(1wmenl 17wrapJI and Educenon, Extensi onal Publishing, 2001 , llPplies general semantics to tile problem of activity-related musculoskeletal pain. This article has been adapted with penni liSlOll ofthe autho r from Chapter Nine o f his new book, Dare 10 Inquire: SattiO' and Swvrvo/ for lhi! 21$f Cenhuy and Beyond, published by Extensional Publishing. Pasadena, CA Copyright 0 2003 by Bruce I. Kodish.
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"Evaluatio n" imp lies bot h 'intellectual : and 'emotional ' factors as inseparable aspects of human behavior. Even mathematics and science, as forms of human behavior, have ' emot ional' con tent, (Want to sec some passionate d iscu ssion s? ~ go to a con vent ion of m athema ticians and scie ntists .) Th e pract ica l study of human evaluat ion in science and in dail y life defines the field of gener a l se mantics. In Manhood of Human ity Korzy bski ca lled th is field, with its basis in time-binding, "human eng ineering." Later, he ca lled it " humanology." However, due to his focu s on evaluation, by the time o f Science and Sanity' s publication in 1933 he had renamed his system of formulations " general seman tics" - two words used as a un ified term. He subtitled the book An introduction to Non-Aristotelian Systems ami General Semanucs. S upporters and critics a like have continua lly confused Korzybski's use of "se manticts)" in "ge neral seman tics" wi th othe r uses of the word wh ich refer to linguistic 'meaning,' the h istory of word s, etc. To say that " some thi ng is a matter of sema ntics" implies 'j ust a quibble' abo ut words. Because of this confusion, labeling his system " general seman tics" may co nstitu te Korzybski's biggest error.



General semantics constitutes a general theory of evaluation, such evaluation involving p eople '5 inseparable thi nking -



f eelings in a pa rticular context. Even a quibble about 'words ' involves much more than words, much more than iso lated verbal con sequences. The term ' semantic ts) ' as used in " genera l semantic s," "semantic reactions," etc ., function s as a synonym for evatuastontal), Thus genera l semantics constitutes a ge neral theory of evaluation, such eva luation invo lving peop le's insepara ble thinking-feelings in a part ic ular context. 1 find it usefu l to contras t "evaluation , evaluational" as used in GS with the current lise of the terms "cognition, cognitive" in the field of Cogn itive Science. The co mmon, habitual interpretati on of ' cogn ition' tends 10 separate ' intellectual' from 'emotio na l' factors. Suc h a separation is explicitly denied in GS. GS constitutes an a pp lied general theory of human eva luation and awarenes s. In ways that may seem odd 10 conventional views of mathematics and looks at the meeting po int o f scientific-mathematical methods science,
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and da ily life . Thi s pro vides ways for us humans lO mote fully develop our critical and creat ive potentialities and to coo perate to achieve optima l timebinding. 04T b(' As to nis bint H ypo t hesis" Human evaluational (or semantic) reactions provide the basic un it o f study fo r gene ral semantics. Eval uetional reactions invo lve neurological ly based res ponses of an organ ism-as-a-whole--in-an-env ironment (you, me, every liv ing ind ividual on the planet) to words , sym bo ls, and other e vents in terms of their ' meanings ,' s ign ificances, etc., to each of us. ' Mean ings! or signi ficances in this sense arc not merely verbal. Words and sy mbo ls co ns idered as products o f human behavior ine vitably occur in as sociation with what J. S . Bo is called "happening-meanings " - organic. n eural p rocesses which correlate with lanj.,,'uage symbols but do 110t themselves qU(J/~fy as what p eop le normally ref er to ax 'language ', (1 ) Rather, these happening-mean ings co nsis t of neurol ogical reactions which inc lude soca lled' inte llectual ," ' emotional,' 'physio logical,' and ' physic o-ch emical ' aspects, etc., inseparab le from one anomer, Read the fo llowing sentences slowly whi le imagining wh at the words describe,



[ see. smelt and touch a ripe, yello w. j uicy lemon, I take Q kn ife and cui thruuRh the ski n, releas ing the l emony smell. The j uice drips onto my kn ife, I bite into the lemon and the so ur j uice makes me p ucker .., What physiolog ica l as pects of your eva luationa l rea ctions to the se words (happening-meanings do yo u notice ? I eschew the tra d itiona l division of ' mind ' and ' bod y.' Can you show a ' mind ' separate from a ' body'? VY11a t as sumptio ns do yo u engage if you co ntinue using those tenn s which can so easily im ply se parate en tities? Kcrzybski had a sem inar s tudent who insisted that he had a 'mind' separ ate from his ' body. ' "Give it to me!" Kor zy bski sa id, "1 can : ' the student replied pee vis hly, " but I don' t wa nt to," (2 ) Naturalis tic humanists wou ld do well to follow general semanticists here . Our so -called ' me ntal ' life has a phys iological or bodi ly basis in ne rvou s system funct ionin g. Korzybsk i pro posed thai it can be understood most accurately in terms of neuro-e vatvanonat (neuro-semantic) react ions built upon electro-co llo idal stru ctures,
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We now know much more about the structure of the nervou s system than was known in Korzybski's time . Nowadays sc ientists acknowledge t he colloidal behavior of cellular stuff while foc usin g in much more detail on the behavior of particular co llo ida l stru ctures - macromolecules s uch as proteins, etc. Kcrzybsk i recognized the ten tati ven ess of his discus sion in these areas.



(J) Nonetheless, his basic assumpti ons regarding colloidal behavior and neurology still hol d . We constit ute living stuff - the stu ff thal dreams. ' life" ' menta lity,' ' logic,' etc .• are made on . Th is stu ff has ' mater ial, ' physi calchemical structure. Thi s imp lie s that ' culture ' and 'biology,' 'nurture' and ' nature ' don' t ex ist in separate realms. What we think-feel (eva lua te ), say and do result from , indeed cons titute. organic processes. What we and others do and say, in tu m , must affect us. not through so me ' imm ateria l' 'mental ' proc esse s, but neur ologica lly, physiologi cally, physi co-chemically, etc. (Korzybski coined the non-elcmentalisti c term "psycho-logicfs)" to emphas ize the non-separation of ' logica l' from neuropsychol ogical processes.) Thu s, very early in t he twent ieth ce ntury, he was alread y emp hasizing what Fran cis C rick later called "the astonish ing, hypothesis't that: ... ell feelings and thoughts are essentially the behavior of an enlarged set of nerve cells, OCUTO!lS, and their associated molecules and other cells in your brain, One has to say two things: II's really not aston ishing to a lot of scientists. especially neuroscientists ..... work. on the brain ; it' s what they normally lIS-sume. On the other hand. if you take the ordinary citizen, in general, not only is it regarded as astonishing, he or she deci des it is almost certainly false . (4)



no



[0 emphasizin g the



neuro aspect in how we talk about evaluating, GS fer-



mulating doe s not req uire that all thi nking-feeticg must be completely loc alize d in the brain - that part of the nervous system inside the s ku ll - which could imply a ' brain'e-rest-of-tbody ' dualism inconsistent with the facts of neurobiology toda y. (5) Although "the pain in sprain is mainly in the bra in." events re lated to that expe rie nce may not be solely loc ated there. Such events are di stributed through out the nervous stru cture o f the o rganism and involve other phy siological systems as well. (6) This viewpoint also co nsiders soci o-c ultural fac tors as facts in their own right which affect indiv iduals through ne uro logica l, organ ic means. Korzybsk i saw "th e asto n ishi ng hypothesis" as an intrinsic part of his work an d made significan t efforts to spread knowledge of it as a basi c aspect of his teach ing. He co ntended that if one wishes to oct more sanely, ea ch individua l needs to understand and have a language f or talk ing about the mechanisms
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of his or her reactions. Because of this, he fe lt it crucial for the sanity of the human race that ordinary c itizens as well as scientists, mathematic ians, and philosophers evaluate and talk about themselves and what they do from a neurological. neuro-evaiuar ional standpoint. To my knowledge, no one before o r after Kcrzybski, excep t for some of his students, has stressed to a similar degree the importance of applying this neuro-evaluational, psycho-logical understanding to bow we view and talk abota all behavior : mathematics, sc ience, and every day life included .



T be Structura l Differential Short ly after the publication of Manhood of Humanity, Korzybski devised a mode l of the neuro logical process of human evaluati on. He originally buill this model out of meta l, wood, strings, etc. B e came to label it ..the structura l differential" becau se it show s the different primary stru ctu ral leve ls involved in human experience and knowledge (what he called the process of ab strac ting), The structural differenti al on the next page appears substan tially like Korzybski's pictoria l representations . The labels for the different levels, a1though based 0 0 Korzybski ' s terminology were chosen by me and my wife original ly for Drive rOW'$~JfSaM . In Chapter 11 of Dare to inquire, where I discuss the process of abstracti ng in grea ter detail, 1 present another visual model. based in pan on the structural differential. For now, r provide a brief de scription of the level s of the differentia l. According to the best, current, scien tific ally inferred know ledge. you and everyone and everything else constitute dynamic energy systems - fie lds within fields of activity with in a larger cosmic process - built up from relationships of sub-microscopic events. We call this whirl of activity the Event or Process Level. Out of this whir l, individual s perceive/create their sense of ' things.' 'objects,' phenomena, etc . From a given 'common' even t, eac h of us abstracts differently and so constructs a different experience. Some particulars get included, some left out - indicated by the connected and unco nnected strings. At this perceiving level. we sense but have no words for o ur experiences. You have probably had the experience of " knowing" something and yet feeling unable to convey this to someone else adequately: you may say. "It' s hard to put into wo rds," at such times. We ca ll this the silent, Object Level, or the level at which we no n-verbally experience objects and other macroscopic phenomena inside, outside and on our skins . At this level we cal) see. touch, taste, smell or otherwise experience with more or less unaided senses. The circle on the left represents the ani mal obj ect level.
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We do put many things into words, and this ability represents a central difterence between us and other forms of life. Other anima ls do not appear to have our elaborated symboliclinguistic: abilit ies. We humans can use language; we can operate at Verbal Levels . As an example. let' s talk about bananas . Imagine a banana 0 0 your Descriptive ,",01 kitchen counter. Prom childhood, we leam to label and describe what we perceive. We lea rn. for example, that this thing we can point to. touch, and eat is called a banana. We can call this use of language tbe Descriptive Level or the leve l of statements of ' facts.' Infere nce We also learn to make inferences Leve about our experienc es. For example, in teami ng that what we call a banana tastes good, we might infer that when Et cetera we see so mething else that looks like what we call a banana, this something else will taste good too. Let' s call this The StructUflll Differential (7) Infer ence Levels. We might generalize tha t certa in things shaped similarly but looking somewha t different are all cal led bananas . We can fonn "theories"; for examp le, the theory that anything we see which looks like what we've learned to call a banana will also taste good. Based on this questionable inference, we may take a bite out of a piss-tic ' banana' or a rotten oee. Let's call this Inf erence Levels. We can think or talk about each of these levels of experience. and then th ink or talk about our thinking and talking, make inferences about our inferences, etc. Theoretically, this process can go on unendingly . So we say i t Cetera. When we function at our best. we use our ability to differentiate our evaluations in this way to lead us back to events and our silent-level experiences and observations of them (represented by the arrows going back toward the Event). This helps us to eat bananas we find del icious and avoid eating the plastic or rotten ones . These different levels occur together. However, we often are not aware of them or of how they affect our lives. Using GS we fo-
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cus our attentio n on them . The Struc tural Differe ntial provides a visual too l which can help to se parate out the different levels of existe nce and experi ence in ord er to understand them bette r and fu nction more effectively. E ins te in's Model As Stuart Maypcr showed, th is mode l of the abstracting-evaluating process seems remarkably similar to that o f Einste in's model o f thinking. (8) As shown below, Mayper flipped the Structural Differential around, which make s it easier to see how the elements o f Einste in's mode l of th inkin g map onto it. Wh ile Eins tein 's model emp hasizes the scientist's process o f making conjectural ju mps from expe rience, applying 
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Leg1U:'Y



After publ ishin g Science and Sanity , Korzybski worked intensively with ind ividuals and se m inar groups, seeking to find out to what extent his system worked . Th e impo rtance o f language as a neuro-eval uative 
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continued writing and teaching ind iv idual s and groups unti l his dea th on



March 1. 1950. In " A Memoir: Alfred Korzybski & His Wor k." Korzybski's c lose coworker, M, Kendig, wrote: The circumstances of his death, it so happened, were symbolic of his life and work. In working with students, be exhibited a tremendous power of caring about any indjvjduaJ bit of humanity before him. He was continuously aware that some infantile evaluation be might be struggling to change in an individual mirrored a symptom from. the social syndrome, He spent the last few hours of his life at his desk working on such a problem. in his non-etementabsnc orientation, the individual and society were split verbally only for convenience, Empirically, they could no more be split in the world of facts than space and time, psyche and soma, heredity and environment, etc. To him, no human problems were ' insignificant' problems. Thus the intensity, the wannth of his social feelIngs, the lavish extravagant ways be spent himself He died MaJ'(;h first at three o'clock in the morning. He bad lived for 70 years, 7 months and 29 days. ( I0)



In Part n of Dare 10 Inquire. 1 provide a broad but de tail ed themati c overview of the legacy which Korzybski left us - the general theory/d isci p line of evaluation, wh ich became known as "genera l semantics. " T he theory was a lready present in less-well-developed form in Korzybs ki ' s earl ier wri tings . It is based upon the foundat ion s of time-binding. logical fate, scientificmathem atical attitudes and worldview, the neurc-evaluational view, an d the stru ctura l differential. In Science and Sanity and later writings, Korzybski de ve loped a consciously integrated system of formulati ons, ex ploring their connectio ns, imp lications and a pplications in mo re rigorous language. and detail. The system has a kind of fracta l stru cture . Each form ulation is re lated to others an d has relations w ith th e whole. r hope my disc uss ion of the devel opment, s hape and implicatio ns of the OS system will stimulate you to explore Korzybski' s legacy - and, mo re impo rtantly , to app ly it.
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L Bois, J. Samuel. (1957) £,:cpJOI'ot fOIU in Awareness. San Francisco: International Society for General Semantics, p.46. 2. Korzybski, Alfred. (I94811949) lnsensive S eminar. Audio tapes, uned ited; 37 hours , recorded December 27, I948 -January 2, 1949. Brookl yn. l'oo'Y: Institute of



General Semantics. 3. See Korzybski (1994) (1933) Science and Sanil}'. Brooklyn, NY : Inst itute of Gee-



era! Semantics, pp.ILl , 456; Hauser, Ernst A. (1950) Korzybski's Relation to Colloid Chemistry. General Semantics Bulletin 4 & 5. pp,6·8. Available at http://www.geoeral~semantics .org; Mordkowitz, Jeffrey A, (1990). " Korzybs ki, Colloids and Molecular Biology." General Semantics Bulletin 55. p.8 8. Avail able at bttp:llwww.general·semantics.org; and Lewis. Steven (1995). "Jacques loeb's



Influence on Korzybski." bttpJIwww.k:cmetto.cc.mo.uslpe:nnvaJleyfbiologynewisl loeb.him.



4. Crick, Francis. ( 1994) "Francis Crick on the w orkings of the Brain." Free Inquiry, 14 (4), p.18. 5. Demasio. Antonio R. (1994) Descartes' Error: Emotion, Reason and the Human Brain. New York: A von Books. 6 , Robert Pula coined the memorable phrase, "the pain in sprain is mainly in the brain," (Lecture Notes). Pula bas emphas ized the importance of nOt turning the unity of the nervous system-orgamsm into an undifferentiated ' mush'. He empbesizes rather its particularity (specificity) of structure. "Two main descriptive characteris tics of the nervou s system are plasticity and spec ificity of structure, all manifested as dynamic processes . Nervous system events do not happen ' a ll at once ' but over localizable-temporal space-time" (personal N ote). This and other important structura l facts about lhe bwnan nervous system were also noted by Kcrzybski (Korzybski, Sc ience and Sanity, p.161). 7_Modified from Korzybski's Structural Differential Diagram. Used with permission from the Institute of General Semantics and the Alfred Koezybski Literary Estate. 8. See Mayper, Stuart A, ( 1980) "Th e Place of Aristotelian Logic in Non-Aristotelian Evaluating: Einstein, Korzybski, and Popper," General S emantics Bulletin 46, pp. I06-1 10 . Also see Dare to Inqu ire, pp.I09-112.



9. Used with permission of me Institute of General Semantics and the General Se mantics Bulle/in, 10. Kend ig, M. (1950) "A Memoir: Alfred Konybski and His Work." in Manhood of Humanity. Brooklyn. NY: Institute of General Semantics, pp.xxxiv-xxxv.
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