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Foreword


Of the many books designed to help with the understanding of one’s behavior, People-Reading is in a class by itself. It provides specific guidelines on how to “read” people as well as how to “read” oneself. It is an easy to read book that is based on sound scientific principles, illustrated with many well-selected cases from Dr. Beier’s own work as a psychotherapist. People-Reading touches on the essence of this therapeutic process; it provides specific advice on how to change our own behavior in order to change the behavior of others towards us. It is not a “pop psychology” book on how to solve all your personal problems.

We constantly send out subtle communications to people around us through our facial expressions, our gestures, our choice of clothing, our behavior in bed, even the way we walk. Everything we do is a communication to ourselves and to others, and others communicate to us in a like manner. This helps us to better understand the subtle cues we are sending and those which are sent to us. Understanding this helps us to reduce the negative impact of our communication on others and avoids the often subtle control others have achieved over us.

By listening carefully to ourselves and those around us, we can learn the fine art of “people reading”. We can take a look at well-established patterns of behavior that are troubling to us and, on the basis of this knowledge, we are able to make free choices.

It is the soundness of these ideas, presented in a very readable manner, which attracts me to this book. People-Reading is for anyone interested in the human experience, but especially for students of human behavior, for patients or clients of a mental health professional, as well as for the mental health professional.

Carl N. Zimet, Ph.D.
Professor of Clinical Psychology
University of Colorado School of Medicine
September 1989



Preface


Nobody knows what man thought of himself when he first became self-conscious, but for a long while after that he seems to have seen himself as some kind of marionette controlled by gods, spirits, and demons who could perhaps be placated. Ordinary men took counsel with their shamans and wise men and over the centuries produced prayers, dances, and rituals, and sacrificial rites, all for the purpose of influencing man’s fate.

More familiar to us today is the rational model of the human animal, which has been particularly popular in North America ever since the McGuffey’s Readers and Horatio Alger. It could as well be called the Abe Lincoln model because it assumes that anyone can become president, or just about anything else, if he will just plan ahead and work hard enough at it.

This model defines man as a perfectible machine, predictable, trainable, rational, manageable, and capable of self-control through the application of will power. Being both moralistic and mechanistic, it serves alike for Boy Scouts and Marxists. It assumes that men can be directly guided to or programmed for almost any desired goal.

Unfortunately, this model of human behavior is idealized and inaccurate. It assumes that people strive naturally for the traditional virtues—to be good, helpful, friendly, sociable, successful, well liked, happy, and sexually attractive. This assumption touches only part of man’s motivational structure—the fully conscious part with which we all like to delude ourselves.

The virtues make good reading. We talk about them a lot since the very voicing of such desires is traditionally rewarded by approval. The virtues are also, by definition, what we all strive to promote in others or in “mankind.”

But as for ourselves, personally, we have our own way of doing things. We are driven by our own private motivations, aware and unaware, sweet and sour, and in this area we do not settle for generalities. The aim is not to be proper and “good” but simply to get people to believe that we are.

Sigmund Freud was aware that the advice-givers of his time were not doing anything for people with serious psychological problems, and he approached human behavior scientifically rather than moralistically. He tried to observe the actual consequences of various behaviors instead of making value judgments, and the result was an entirely new concept—the psychoanalytic model of man. This revolutionary approach to individual psychology did not offer advice, but rather looked into the patient’s past for the roots of his current problem.

Freud assumed that we do not know what we really want. He discovered that we find direction in our lives by organizing our motivations, unconscious as well as conscious, and he searched for them in childhood experiences, particularly in those experiences that had left emotional scars. He soon realized that analysis of the past was not enough. The disturbing emotions must also be transferred onto some present focus such as the analyst himself in order to work them through and allow them to become current and tangible.

Psychoanalysis has been criticized for its preoccupation with the past. One of the most articulate critics is Carl Rogers, who developed an alternate model of human behavior, based on a phenomenological approach to current experience. He believes that the past is a dead issue and that a person will change for the better if, in the nonthreatening setting of a client-centered therapy, he learns to consider alternative ways of perceiving his own behavior. Gaining perspective in this way allows him to explore new possibilities.

Rogers endows man with a natural motivation toward a better life (his “growth principle”), which he believes will assert itself as long as the individual is given a chance to come to grips with it. The great value of Rogers’ unduly optimistic model of man lies in his realization that our unconscious motivations are clearly reflected in current behavior and do not need to be searched for in the past.

Rogers is one of the stalwarts of the humanistic tradition in psychology, strongly opposed to the “technocracy” of B. F. Skinner and others. Encounter groups also follow this tradition, stressing group experience and rapport. In an encounter group, the individual finds himself in a situation where he is encouraged to speak openly and to act out his fears and other hang-ups. Group pressure challenges him to do so, and group support helps him resolve his difficulties.

Skinner’s basic work, which led to the therapeutic approach of behavior modification, assumes that personality can be made to order and implies a “modular” model of man, a squared-off creature made from thousands of unrelated little response modules loosely glued together. Successful in certain limited settings, it has a high failure rate in complex situations.

Behavior modification has a formidable advantage over other models in that it spells out rather precisely the goals of therapeutic effort. If you know how many words per minute a child reads, then, after the proper conditioning effort, you can measure to what extent your intervention was a success. This is very different from the more general psychotherapies where the goal is personality reorganization rather than the removal of the problem or the symptom. A person might overcome unhappiness or hopelessness, but unfortunately hope and happiness do not come in measurable units.

A very different model is that of “interactional man,” which holds that human interaction is a fundamental principle of behavior. Interactional analysis (Eric Berne, J. Haley, and others) assumes that we can do very little about an individual’s behavior if we study him in isolation.

A major implication of this popular new approach is that a man with behavioral difficulties cannot maintain his maladjustments without the active and consistent support of people who are close to him. One speaks not of a maladjusted individual but of a maladjusted interaction pattern, and the problem of accurate interpersonal communication becomes crucial. For example, whereas we might try to help a “maladjusted” member of a family, the interactionalist would hold that we do not have a problem individual; we have a disturbed family.

The model on which this book is based is a “communication analysis” model. The label refers to the recognition that subtle cues exist that are not commonly thought to be communications at all. These cues are delivered without awareness and they account for man’s astounding ability to influence and control others without even trying.

The model follows Berne’s view of man as a product of human interaction and, along with Rogers, looks to the present rather than to the past for evidence of hidden problems. It embraces Freud’s discovery that conflicting motivations operate at an unconscious level and that behavior can be altered by current experience. It also relies on Skinner, in that it utilizes concepts of reinforcement and reward.

Five assumptions implicit in this model point up the significance of the unaware aspect of communicative behavior and suggest a way in which we might catch sight of our ingeniously camouflaged maneuverings:

1. We need to be involved with other people and we will go to great lengths to bring this about; we prefer the involvement of love, but if that escapes us, hate will do.

2. It is usually easier to elicit responses of hate than of love.

3. We crave certainty and are prepared to sacrifice a great deal to make people close to us behave predictably.

4. Our attempts to involve others and to make them predictable—that is, our manipulations—are maintained only insofar as they continue to fulfill these functions.

5. Our most cherished motivations tend to be hidden; we don’t care to be made aware of them, and we often find ourselves working diligently for goals we claim we do not want.

A central ingredient of this model derives from the fact that language is the reinforcer par excellence. A person’s characteristic behavior—including all his successful manipulations—is reinforced whenever he receives the expected, or “social,” response. The key to changing his characteristic behavior lies in delivering an unexpected, “asocial” response in the right way at the right time.

Usually, when a man says, “I hate my boss,” he can count on a familiar response. His wife might say, “Yes, he’s an s.o.b.” The boss’s secretary might put up a stiff argument. In either case, he has without thinking launched himself into a familiar routine.

In psychoanalysis, the same statement might draw the response, “He is like your father.” Rogers might respond with no more than “You feel angry.” The behavior modifier might set up a program to reward only noncomplaining remarks. In each of these “therapeutic” responses, the therapist produces a surprising reaction and refuses to take sides. This helps to extinguish the client’s usual expectation and leads him to accept responsibility for his own feelings and statements rather than looking for a scapegoat.

Our own model is based on the observation that people need to be involved with others and that such involvement is achieved mainly by way of one’s ability to communicate, to deliver telling messages. Each of us creates a unique social-emotional style, a special way of prompting desired responses in others. This style is far from perfect, but we come to rely on it because we like to live in a predictable world—even if this world is a predictably uncomfortable one.

How can this style be changed, if there is reason to change it? It will never change if it continues to work; in fact, we won’t even notice it. But if there is a malfunction, it suddenly becomes very important. We notice it, we question it, and we do something about it.

In other words, an individual’s behavior changes when it draws an unexpected response. Therefore, we should be able to change another person’s behavior by responding to him in an unexpected manner. When such a response is given with hostility (as it was when the Queen of Hearts responded to Alice’s reasonable statement by screaming, “Off with her head!”), it tends to produce a sense of danger and uncertainty. But if an unexpected response is given without rancor (as when a friend says, “I really can’t sympathize with you, but I do know how you feel”), then there is a possibility of a positive reaction to it.

Unaware communication is a powerful aspect of our communication process and it is uniquely applicable to influencing human behavior. It accounts for our style with people—the characteristic ways, verbal and nonverbal, in which we approach them and subtly bend their responses in our direction. It therefore accounts for our ability to control without seeming to control and explains why we can deliver messages quite beyond the literal sense of our words.

Since we have learned a lot from Dr. Skinner, and since we are here saddled with many of the terms he legitimately uses in his own ways, a word of clarification is in order. We shall be talking about modifying behavior but not about behavior modification, which is a particular attempt to construct a “science” of human behavior and a technology for manipulating it; its basic technique is to reward or to punish certain behavior.

Whether we like it or not, there is a “science” of influencing others. The most successful by-products of this science are the minor arts of propagandizing, advertising, and political maneuvering. These byproducts are significant for the two important contributions they have made to our lives: they are now worth a great deal of money to their practitioners, and the rest of us have acquired an absolutely desperate need to discover an effective technique for depropagandizing, for discriminating the kernels of truth that do exist in the chaff of advertising, and for establishing some principles of political credibility so that we may regain our smothered freedom of informed decision and choice. We feel that a discipline that has made possible such intrusive minor arts should be held responsible for offering, in addition, a defense against them.

This book is both theoretical and practical. It is concerned with the question of why we behave as we do and with the further question of just what kind of information we have to look for and work with in order to change behavior—other people’s and our own as well. We do not change someone by training him to jump through our hoops; rather, we lead him to explore a current circumstance and choose for himself a more satisfying alternative, one which is compatible with his personal style. The aim is not simply to teach a new skill in communication but to examine and improve the whole fabric of an unsettling relationship. The procedure results in changed attitudes and thus provides for more than superficial solutions to interpersonal problems.


1

Controlling and Being
Controlled: How Do We Do It?

Imagine that we are each implanted with electrodes that can deliver selected radio pulses to selected points in the brain. By pushing the appropriate buttons on a convenient, portable radio transmitter, other people (friends, enemies, teachers, press agents) can trigger us to respond in certain preselected ways: docile, angry, affectionate, sexy, defensive, aggressive. Or cause us to act out a specific role on demand, such as the stereotype of “parent” or “lover” or “boss” or “dependable friend” or “romantic” or “realist.” Such is the depressing portrait that presumably depicts the automated common citizen of an Orwellian future: a plastic peasant, implanted, imprinted, psychologically imprisoned, an object to be manipulated.

The uneasy truth is that all of this is already true. We are all “implanted” and we all respond much of the time to the button-pushing of the people around us—particularly of those who know us well, although politicians and advertisers have their own consoles tied into us, too.

For we are all psychologically prefabricated, implanted with marvelously efficient electrochemical circuits (the nervous system, modified by experience), which can be triggered by subtle, nonliteral signals and cues from outside. Each of us has embedded in him a large number of thoroughly learned response patterns that can be set off at any time by an appropriate stimulus. We can be pacified, enraged, estranged, or seduced almost at will by anyone who knows the code.

Even if we know nothing at all about changing and controlling other people, we still change and control them, although somewhat blindly. And we ourselves are forever subject to control we don’t know about from at least three different sources: 1) our best friends and enemies, who control us without knowing it; 2) advertisers, promoters, politicians, and other professional behavior-changers who control us deliberately and often underhandedly; and 3) the culture’s traditional institutions and authority figures, which by definition are dedicated to educating us for adjustment and conformity.

All three sources endanger the individual’s freedom, and the less the individual knows about it, the more he is endangered. The ideal answer would be for everyone to become personally responsible for determining and carrying out whatever changes are to be made in his own unconscious behavior. It is a matter of self-government on an essential, personal level.

Without knowledge of how behavior can be changed, we are helpless under the fingers of a skilled button-pusher. We know these people well (except in our own case, of course), for they are the dependable cat’s-paws and go-fetchers, the marionettes who have become bendable, foldable, spindleable, and Skinnerable because they have allowed their options to be programmed out of them.

In other words, we are all the time being grossly manipulated insofar as we permit it. And we permit it insofar as we are unaware of what’s going on.

We always choose what we do, but the choice is usually by default; rather than making a conscious choice, we are pushed into choosing without being aware of it. The only way out of such serfdom is to become aware of the ways in which the push-buttons work, to strip the cover off the mechanism so we can see what’s really going on inside this mysterious black box of unconscious motivation and guillibility.

To survive in the wilds, an animal must be able to cope with its environment. This means the immediate world must make sense to it and must be in some measure controllable. Making sense of the environment may be as simple as knowing that the snapping of a twig means danger. Control means skills such as foraging for food and escaping from predators. A gazelle with a broken leg cannot cope and neither can a blind hawk or a coyote without a sense of smell.

Psychological survival is something else—a heavy challenge for people but not an obvious problem for most other animals. To survive in the wilds of civilization, a human being must be able to cope with his environment—to understand it, predict it, and in some measure control it.

The obvious way to control the immediate environment is to rely on open communication. The obvious way to predict is to look at precedents, or to analyze the pressures operating in some current situation, and to extrapolate from that. A stranger in a strange land has no way of doing either.

The kind of communication that serves to control and predict routine demands and the more concrete events in life is fairly straightforward.

But suppose what we need is love. How do we manage that? What if we desperately need to know that we are respected for ourselves alone? What if we need only a sympathetic ear, yet people flee when they see us coming?

The ordinary, conscious skills we use in control and prediction lead nowhere when it comes to our deep needs and subtler desires, so we look for other means. We cannot command a generous response, but there are ways to engineer it. The technique has many names—conning, snowing, sweet-talking, brainwashing, beguiling—and all of them are forms of conscious, but hidden, communication, which means that the true purpose of the communication is hidden from the receiver.

Both these conscious techniques for controlling other people—either overt pressuring and bargaining or deliberately camouflaged engineering—are sharply limited in their effectiveness. We can only push our friends so far and we can only fool some of the people some of the time. Isn’t there some other way, some better way, to communicate our needs and control our circumstances?

Suppose we are jammed inside an elevator, straining for elbow room against the pressure of all those other elbows. We ask the people behind us to move back, and then we punctuate the request with our own elbows. Nothing happens. So we try an old line: “Please. I’m four months pregnant.” But our pleas and ploys won’t work, and of course we don’t dare relax for fear the others will crowd in upon us. What can we do? Not a thing, apparently.

But consider a woman in the elevator who suddenly, involuntarily, gasps for breath and develops a case of the dry heaves. Magically, a space is cleared around her. The woman is not sick and she is not putting us on. In fact she is very much embarrassed. “What happened, lady? What’s the matter?” She doesn’t know. She is bewildered and just a bit worried, but by the time we reach the street floor she has recovered.

Now why should a healthy young woman have a violent seizure at a time like this? Behavior serves some function—physiological, social, or psychological—and if we know what the behavior accomplishes we have a clue to its “meaning” or “purpose.” In this case, the woman’s behavior caused her physical distress and deep embarrassment, but it doesn’t seem likely that she would have had a seizure just to become uncomfortable.

There was another consequence, a remarkable one: inside this hot, sweaty cage packed with short-tempered shoppers, this woman suddenly became the one person with plenty of room to breathe freely.

Her behavior illustrates a third way of coping with the environment and controlling other people: communication that is hidden and unaware. As in deliberately disguised manipulation, the other passengers are not aware of the woman’s motivation; but in this case, neither is the woman herself. The controller has no idea that she is controlling.


Getting Our Way

The nature of unaware control becomes clearer when it is compared with conscious manipulation in terms of the techniques and goals of the manipulator and the defenses available to the “victim.”

Conscious overt control consists of changing the behavior of others by direct measures (“Shape up or get out!”). Techniques include asking, demanding, threatening, buying, forcing, and persuading. The goals are known to everyone. Defenses can be adequate; since both techniques and goals are out in the open, the manipulation can be accurately assessed and dealt with by familiar means such as argument, avoidance, direct resistance—or acceptance.

Conscious but hidden control consists of consciously influencing behavior by indirect or hidden means. The manipulator knows precisely what he wants but is careful to hide this goal from his victim. His techniques include any available subterfuge, and he is particularly careful to disguise the fact that he is controlling (“I have two starving children at home, ma’am, and if I don’t sell my quota of subscriptions by the end of the month . . .”).

The goals are clear to the manipulator but are unknown, or mis-known, to the victim. They are not necessarily “bad” or “good,” for they may be designed to save a frightened victim’s life or otherwise to help him in spite of himself. But since the victim does not realize he is being controlled, he does not understand what is happening and he has few, if any, defense measures available to him.

Unaware control is the most effective and powerful form of control, for it can seldom be identified or mitigated. Since the “manipulator” honestly does not know he is manipulating, he is perfectly convincing, and he escapes all responsibility for the outcome.

Techniques are vastly detailed and subtle. They involve the transmission of unconscious cues that plant suggestions, establish moods, and set up the “target” person to act in a manner that rewards the manipulator in some way. The cues are often nonverbal and appear to be trivial, innocuous, and devoid of information.

Unaware control is of course hidden. It reminds us of conscious hidden control insofar as the “target” person, or “victim,” is not aware of what is happening. However, its distinguishing feature is that the manipulator himself is also not aware of what is happening—which accounts for the great power of the technique and for the dogged persistence of the problems generated by it.

The goals of unaware control are latent—strongly motivated goals of which we are not aware. They are complex and relatively unspecific but of tremendous significance to the controller, although he neither recognizes nor acknowledges them. The hidden cues are designed to attract broadly gratifying responses, and the payoffs may appear inexplicable to an outsider; the reward may emerge as an angry reaction on the part of the “target” person, or as failure, or even as a very painful hurt.

Almost any kind of involvement with another human being, even if it is consciously rejected, is better than indifference. Endless bickering or repeated violence may be the only dependable form of involvement that some people are able to achieve.

There is no defense against unaware control unless we have learned how to identify hidden cues and unmask them. We strongly influence others and they strongly influence us, yet ordinarily we cannot say how or why, and our attempts to explain it or to counteract it are commonly irrelevant and misleading. Even the manipulator is helpless. He may be destroying a relationship and not know how to stop; he may be hurting himself and know that something is wrong but have no idea what it is or what to do about it.

Controlling others is a primary means of coping with a naturally indifferent or hostile environment. This means it is regularly used for “selfish” ends, survival being the most selfish of all. It is admired when it takes the form of ingenuity or leadership or open persuasion, and frowned upon when its purpose is seen as deceitful.

We believe that manipulating is legitimate as long as its ends and means are clearly communicated and openly perceived, and that it is detrimental and potentially dangerous insofar as it operates in the dark, hidden from those affected by it. The manipulator himself is always to be counted among those affected; he may in fact be more insidiously and profoundly affected than any of his “victims.”

People consciously control their friends and enemies all the time, and we all know it. Our particular interest here lies in analyzing how we provoke responses by unconscious means. We surely carry out more manipulations each day without awareness than a good con man could handle consciously in a year, and our lives are gravely affected by it.

All of us do this. We shape the immediate emotional environment to our own unconscious ends. We rely upon the subtle coercions we have mastered as a result of the billions of little lifelong experiments we play out just below the surface of awareness.

There is nothing intrinsically evil about this, and when it is good it can be very, very good. When it is bad, however, it is likely to be rigid, frustrating, self-destructive, and—because controlling others is a voracious consumer of energy—exhausting. We draw rewards from those close to us, often boxing them in so there is no chance of their wriggling away without paying mightily for their freedom. Our unaware manipulations usually conflict with the conscious messages we deliver at the same time, and the resulting discord can be painful, intractable, and permanently damaging.

Frustrations caused by these unconscious efforts to control others sabotage our understanding of one another; they often create chronic stress, and sometimes they lead to precipitous solutions such as divorce or even homicide.

Is there a way out? Traditional schemes for changing behavior prove to be unworkable in this area. Advice may be reassuring but it doesn’t lead anywhere. An individual’s “understanding” of his problem is not likely to help him solve it and indeed may even make it more difficult for him. Analysis of the past may be interesting as personal history, but it contributes little to a solution. So what can we do?

The purpose of this book is to discover how unaware control works, how it can be identified, and how we may fruitfully intervene when it appears to threaten the healthy growth of a relationship. The focus is on unaware aspects of behavior which we ordinarily do not consider.

Our own behavior can be changed. As a result, the behavior of people involved in our lives can also be changed, and the changes may greatly increase the probability of their behaving in ways that are to our mutual advantage.

We cannot remake anyone’s character to order, but we can surely dissolve some of the frustrations and misperceptions that have disturbed or diminished our closest relationships. We can also learn to label our behavior in a far more realistic manner than we are accustomed to—in terms of our own hopes and fears, intentions, and inner defenses.


Hidden Manipulators

Unaware control is spectacular for several reasons. It is not only more common than conscious manipulation; it is also extremely effective. Since it does not arouse suspicion, it can mobilize all kinds of feelings and energies in the service of a motivation nobody is aware of.

It is concerned with complex realities such as warmth, trust, sexuality, security, intelligence, and unacknowledged needs. It is so subtle that it can be used again and again with the same effect, unchecked and uncheckable. It leaves the perpetrator blameless. It is reliable because it triggers automatic, predictable responses. A very simple example is the frail child who regularly becomes sick to her stomach on mornings when she hasn’t done her homework.

This skill may demand considerable courage when it involves committing ourselves to a painful or embarrassing role. It often calls upon a great range of emotion and bodily expression, and it sometimes involves real illness or even suicide. Most of the time, however, we use very subtle cues which are achieved by perfectly familiar means—by our choice of words, facial expression, eye contact, hand and finger and head movements, breathing mannerisms, and the ways in which we use such features as setting, context, mood, and dress. Sweaty palms or an unconsciously clenched fist deliver a stronger message than the polite declaration that goes along with it. A clear, convincing statement of goals means nothing if the overall impression is “This guy feels like a phony.”

Controlling people unconsciously is neither an evil practice nor the refuge of hypocrites. It cannot be used as a tool by cynical manipulators, for it cannot be consciously controlled. Nor is it something reserved for special endeavors such as job-hunting or seduction. Rather, it is a common, nonstop part of our continual effort to keep from being sucked down into the quicksand of everyday life. It is sometimes essential if we are to get through the day with our dignity intact.

The process of unaware control can be seen in anyone at any time if we know how to look. We could even find it in ourselves—in the hunch of our shoulders and the turn of our lips, in the way we whisper and cry, in the light or dark that shows in our eyes. It is embedded in everything we do and cannot be separated from who we are. We use it against our enemies now and then, against ourselves often, and with our friends all the time.

It always works in some degree, but sometimes it backfires. An attractive young woman seeks therapeutic help because men of all sorts have been accosting her. She demands to know why. “Why should a nice girl like me be besieged by mashers all the time? I keep telling them to leave me alone. I go out of my way to avoid them. But they still keep moving in on me.”

There seems to be no reasonable explanation. The woman has a stern voice and a forbidding countenance and is conservatively dressed. The therapist notices in himself, however, an impulse to move closer to her and to sympathize and pat her reassuringly. This prompts him to look for a specific cause, and he quickly realizes she is behaving in a subtly provocative manner wholly out of keeping with her words and the serious tone of her voice.

Her hands seem restless, and during the first ten minutes of the interview she manages—“accidentally” and without being aware of it—to pull the hem of her skirt, inch by inch, from just above the knee to well above midthigh. When this is pointed out to her, she is incensed by the implication that it could have anything to do with her complaint. “I just happen to have a skirt that rides up,” she says, pulling the hem down in a way that makes it difficult for a man not to rivet his eyes on it—and still unaware that her behavior is in any way provocative.

The effectiveness of unaware control is partly due to the fact that it is not thought to be a “channel of communication” at all, so our guard is not up. An overt request such as “Please leave me alone!” is clearly understood as a communication, but a nervous woman adjusting her skirt can easily be dismissed as an empty or trivial event.

A second glance shows that it might well be just the other way around. “Communication” implies that a message is not only transmitted but also received and responded to. Therefore, a verbal command (“Leave me alone!”) is not truly an act of communication unless it leads to some perceptible effect. A woman’s fingers idly moving on her own thigh may be a medium far more powerful than language for delivering a message and eliciting a tangible response.

The woman in the elevator and the woman who inches up her skirt are simple instances of unaware control or, to put it less technically, of that part of everyday communication that affects others but that we do not ordinarily recognize for its communicative value.

This unaware aspect of communication is difficult to spot because it tends to be sophisticated and diffuse and it is often interwoven with the elements of conscious behavior. Typically, it takes the form of subtle cues that accompany conscious behavior bearing a very different message.

It is possible, for example, to say, “We’d love to have you stay with us again,” in such a way that we believe we have delivered a sincere invitation to these dreadful people, while at the same time they feel so uncomfortable that they wouldn’t dream of calling. We have been polite and generous—at least to our own satisfaction—and still have achieved our underlying, unadmitted goal.

Our unaware communications are so deeply embedded in everything we do that it is impossible to clearly distinguish our “conscious” acts from those of which we are unaware. The labels are clear enough, but events are not often built to fit them neatly. Almost any event has both aware and unaware aspects, and an accurate description would account for that fact and allow for it.

For example, we may be aware that we annoy people by not bathing but unaware of the fact that the negative reaction of the well-scrubbed is highly significant and rewarding to us; it appears to confirm our integrity and our freedom from cultural stereotyping.

The aware aspect of behavior has to do with conscious assessment of oneself and of the outside world; it is the logical mode we use when explaining, planning, or arguing. The unaware aspect has to do with the confirmation of feelings and the satisfaction of chronic needs, whether they be inevitable human needs or neurotic ones.


Learning Control

The problem of how to change unconscious behavior cannot even be stated realistically unless we understand something about early learning. How did we first learn to influence and control other people without knowing it?

We probably learned to manipulate in the same way we learned to stand or grasp a toy—by a series of tiny actions, a few of which we repeated because they brought results. The “simple” task (standing, grasping) is incredibly difficult for the undifferentiated nervous system of an infant, and its mastery takes him a long way toward later refinements such as skiing and dancing, or developing the touch of a sculptor, a violinist, or a lover.

A newborn child soon learns to associate certain sounds with a particular response from the environment. His early, limited “vocabulary” of repeatable noises is partially inborn and partially acquired, and it literally controls the behavior of concerned adults in the vicinity.

His communications become more discriminating as specific cries become associated with certain pleasures or with the relief of certain distresses. The child learns to make emergency noises that usually bring immediate attention, and he learns how to elicit friendly responses.

At the same time, he learns very early that he can be misunderstood. He may let go with a cry he assumes will bring food, but all it produces is a change of diapers. So, in a very vague sense, he learns about deception, how to pretend distress in order to gain certain comforts. He learns to play with sounds and he may try out new ones just to see what happens.

As soon as he appears to be “teachable,” he is likely to be overwhelmed by overt instruction, which he loves. He is taught all the social games his parents can think of and he learns the great power of sounds like “please” and the limited power of sounds like “gimme.”

He also discovers that the words alone are not as important as the way they are delivered and the circumstances that surround the message. The word “Potty!” is far more effective if it is said while dancing up and down with hands clasped between one’s legs. Peripheral, nonverbal skills become increasingly important as the growing child discovers that asking for things directly doesn’t work as well as it did when his parents were excited by each new word he mastered—particularly if there is now a new baby in the house.

By the age of three or four, he faces the sad fact that he knows of no perfectly reliable technique for getting what he wants, aside from displaying brute strength, which he doesn’t have, or presenting an obviously legitimate and urgent plea (it is not every time that he can say, “But look, it’s bleeding!”).

Some children are so overwhelmed by the uncertainty of the world that they give up and withdraw, but most keep working at it and eventually find that a lot of things come their way when the emotional climate is right. Slowly, and without much awareness, the average child learns that his own behavior has a great deal to do with creating such an emotional climate in the people who mean something to him.

He develops a style that matches the expectations and demands and weaknesses of his family and at the same time evokes feelings that are to his advantage in one way or another. He learns, without knowing it, how to lead his family in his direction, how to suggest and prompt and seduce and coerce so that the odds are in favor of his getting his full share of attention and other satisfactions. He is well on the road to establishing his own characteristic style, a unique and automatic pattern of coping behavior that helps make his immediate world predictable and brings it under his personal control to some degree.

The variety of unaware manipulative behaviors displayed by children is always a surprise. By unconscious imitation and experiment, they seem to master nearly all of the effective tools for levering other people to respond in emotionally important ways—pathos, seduction, fright, pain, generosity, pity, anger, hate, cynicism, love.

In his perpetual struggle for emotional survival, the child soon learns that certain things are not easily available to him. A sense of insecurity is inevitable, for example, when he makes a bid for affection, only to find his parents totally absorbed in the antics of his baby sister. He becomes acutely sensitive to the failure of his efforts to attract attention and promote affectionate responses, and he casts about for a better way of coping with the situation.

Since there is no ideal answer, he is forced to resort to a compromise of some sort. There is no conscious plan, but he does experiment with other strategies, perhaps imitating something he has observed in other people, perhaps reverting to behavior that worked for him a year or two earlier.

The likely outcome is that he will regain some of the lost attention and affection—but at a price. He may develop stomach cramps and he may not eat at all unless coaxed. Or he may settle for concern instead of loving attention; he may start wetting his bed or “failing” in kindergarten or throwing temper tantrums or accidentally breaking a dish or two at every meal.

Despite the penalties attached, the child no longer feels helpless when his parents’ love or attention is diverted to someone else. He knows how to avoid the pain of being ignored, and the price he pays is apparently the best bargain available. He embraces the compromise behavior as part of his evolving style.

This brief look at how unconscious control is learned suggests that unconscious behavior is not an applied technique that can be conditioned away or neatly cut out from the surrounding emotional tissue. It is a behavior deeply anchored in the complex fabric of daily activities and responses. Such behavior can be changed only if we can find a way of motivating the manipulator to make the change himself, to discover a more appropriate compromise behavior and put it into effect.

The main difficulty we face is that the very behavior we wish to have him change is something neither we nor he is aware of. How are we supposed to see the invisible and hear the inaudible? If we can nevertheless learn to do this, then we are ready for the final question: How do we go about grappling with an intangible manipulation?
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How to Listen

Can we really change human behavior, you and I? Can we change people who coerce us unconsciously in ways we don’t understand?

The answer is yes—if we can manage to locate the unaware behavior in the other person and react, with our new knowledge, in a way that forces him to take action. Attacking him directly is no solution, and neither is presenting him with a logical analysis, for we are dealing with the illogical and the invisible.

Other tools are available: they have to do with listening in a new way and responding to manipulation in a new way. The listening has to come first, and it requires some discipline since it involves getting in touch with motivations that are effective precisely because they elude detection.

The problem is, How do we perceive imperceptible maneuverings and tune in to the sounds of our own silences? The solution hinges on the central mechanism of unaware control, namely, the communication of a constant barrage of seemingly innocuous cues that are so subtle that we control others and are ourselves controlled without knowing it.

Essentially we are listening for subliminal sounds. The harder we try, the more superfluous noise we generate. It is rather like touching a snowflake in the hope of discovering its shape; our obvious, everyday senses are not fine enough. We have to find some way of sensing beneath the surface.

The art of listening is possibly the most important and certainly the most underrated of the social arts. It is the key to rapport, understanding, and mutual trust and an honest and convincing way of showing concern. It is also a prerequisite for anyone who hopes to influence another person’s unaware behavior.

Listening as an art has to do with discovering, firsthand, what exists. It really involves all the senses. It is what happens when a child pries up a rock in the woods to see what’s underneath or crouches by a thicket, listening for a sound that has just caught his ear.

The trick is to listen with more than ears, for vital information is flowing constantly from the other person’s eyes and shoulders and face and fingers and pores; to listen for what he is showing, demanding, offering, crying out for. If he knows us well, his message will be of considerable strength and subtlety, custom built, keyed to our peculiar weaknesses, proclivities, and vulnerabilities.

We are not accustomed to listening directly to another person in this way. Most of our listening is second- or thirdhand. That is, we listen through someone rather than to him. We listen to reports about something that has happened at some previous time in some other place.

These reports are necessarily filtered, altered, and adulterated in the process of passing through one or more rather sloppy translations that often deliver more of the translator than of the purported subject matter. They are not going to tell us much about the other person’s hidden motives or the strategies he uses in his unconscious attempts to follow them.

Firsthand listening for another person’s unconscious messages calls for several techniques that require more than willingness to sit back and let sensations impinge upon us. It requires 1) disengagement; 2) mastery of the uncommon art of listening for consequences; 3) awareness of our own emotional reactions; 4) an ear for patterns as well as for single, sharp acts; 5) the ability to discriminate between pertinent information and the bright noise of diversion and camouflage; and 6) an understanding of the overriding function of compromise.


Disengagement: Listening Like a Child

We will be listening between the lines and under the lines and behind the lines, and we cannot catch the subtleties unless we extricate ourselves from our own immediate involvement. So we cool it: stop, look around, and prepare to commit our total attention to the task of listening, of staying with what is actually going on moment by moment. That is, we disengage.

To be disengaged means to have nothing to prove—to stop caring about one’s own stake in what is going on. Some people listen for what they want to hear and are deaf to all the rest. Some listen for what will confirm their fears. Some attend only to the signals that trigger familiar reactions.

To listen without engagement, on the other hand, is an art that requires the aware detachment of a film critic, looking for whatever there is to be seen. The listener must learn to table his own hopes and fears. He must give up looking for compliments or bristling at insults. He must in a sense look on the present moment in the manner of a child watching a pair of ants struggling with a dead grasshopper, wondering what they will do next, engrossed but not interfering.

The listener must not judge or compare or interpret. Since the aim is simply to gather accurate information, he must learn to listen without fearing or expecting, without planning anything, without worrying about consistency or morality or justice. He must not expect to discover enough facts to draw a valid conclusion, for a human being is too complex to be easily explained and is a different person at different times or in different circumstances.

Niels Bohr’s principle of complementarity applies here: the observer and the subject are an inseparable whole and the subject changes if the experimental environment changes. All views are partial, and they all complement one another, however contradictory they may appear to be. The temptation always is to listen to the literal meaning of what another person says about himself and overlook the fact that the subject is right here, now, directly visible and not in need of “interpretation.”

Furthermore, the listener will have to give up his everyday need for reasonable explanations. Unaware behavior is broadly consistent within itself, but it is not responsive to the same rationality that rules our conscious activities. What the manipulator wants from us may be only faintly related to what he is overtly asking; if we ask for a reasonable explanation, we will be treated to a reasonable rationalization designed, like the noisy flight of a mother pheasant, to lead us away from the nest.

It is difficult not to become engaged, particularly if we like or dislike the other person and most particularly if we are afraid or if we want something of him. We commonly listen for what we expect to find, or we get absorbed in the subject of a conversation and forget to pay attention to what can be learned firsthand about the speaker. Many of us project our own motives onto the other so lavishly that we hear only a replay of our own tapes. Or we already know just what to expect and we find excuses for him or, in another mood, condemn him.

Accurate perception is impossible if we listen through filters that reduce the noise of reality and suppress selected frequencies. Inevitably, we propel ourselves toward the circumstance of the abandoned woman who cries, “But he told me he loved me!” Obviously, she has been hearing only what she wanted to hear.


Listening for Effects

How can anyone locate a hidden communication that nobody is aware of? By way of its effects. Like sunlight in empty space, its existence remains unsuspected until it strikes something. We recognize sunlight only by the way an otherwise dark object responds to it. To locate and decipher an unconscious message, then, we must look not for the message itself but for its reflection in the object that intercepts it.

In other words, the clue to our friend’s unaware behavior lies in our own behavior—in the response he typically elicits from us. We don’t know why he’s doing it or how he manages it, but the design of his unseen technique reveals itself in what we do when we are with him. Like the Invisible Man, it is transparent but it still leaves footprints.

For example, a mother says to her daughter, “I want you to go back outside, young lady, and I want you to come into the house quietly.” Apparently, the only message involved here is the obvious one contained in the mother’s request. But if we watch the daughter we may notice that she at once sits on her hands and assumes a prim and rigid posture.

This response reveals the nature of the mother’s unadmitted and unaware manipulation. The girl has just burst in from school and she feels put down; her mood shifts quickly from exuberance to petulance, which gives the mother “every reason in the world” to become angry at the daughter’s disobedience and lack of appreciation.

Unfortunately, the mother is not fully aware of her own hidden message, the controlling message against which the daughter of course rebels. The mother is hurt and puzzled to find the relationship turning sour, as it has many previous afternoons under very similar circumstances. At the same time, the daughter is bewildered by her inability to understand what motivates her mother.

The consequences of an unaware communication provide us with a clue that can lead to understanding both the motivations and the strategies of the sender. The message in this case was unconsciously designed to elicit a rebellious response, while appearing to be perfectly reasonable; the outcome gives the mother ample proof for her contention that her struggles to raise a well-mannered child are both uncomfortable and unappreciated. The strategy works (otherwise it would have been discarded long ago), and the consequences are a reliable indication that an unaware message has been effectively communicated.
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