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1
Our Fundamental Assumptions


I n a single day during the fall of 1989, I recall being struck by reports that nineteen high school students were killed when their school bus plunged into a forty-foot chasm in Texas, Hurricane Hugo lashed into the Carolinas, and a jet crashed at LaGuardia Airport in New York. Newscasts have since told us of the sniper death of a teenage girl on a school bus in Massachusetts, a disastrous train crash in London, cyclones and flooding in Bangladesh, earthquakes in California and the Philippines, the mass murder of fourteen women at the University of Montreal, war and devastation in the Persian Gulf, and the death of nine children when a tornado hit a school in upstate New York. These are catastrophes we read about in newspapers or hear about on television or radio. Yet every day countless more are victimized who do not receive such public attention.

Unfortunately, there is no dearth of such extreme events in our world today. Rape, incest, battering, other criminal assaults, the diagnosis of life-threatening disease, the sudden and untimely loss of a loved one, serious accidents, earthquakes, floods, other natural disasters, and combat are all too common. Increasingly, people are exposed to technological disasters such as Three Mile Island and Chernobyl; and we have witnessed mass atrocities in such forms as Nazi concentration camps and the atomic bombings in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. How can we understand the psychological impact and aftermath of these traumatic experiences? How do people come to terms with these events and go on with their lives?

The responses of survivors to extreme life events tell us a great deal about our common human needs, capacities, and illusions. The fundamental properties of a substance or object are often revealed through exposure to extreme conditions—for example, the familiar compound H2O is more fully understood by its reactions to intense heat and cold. Just as the scientist attempts to understand the nature of elements by experimenting with them under extreme conditions, so, too, the child experiments with people and objects by exploring behavior at the boundaries. How much air can be inflated into the balloon? What are Mom and Dad’s real limits? Traumatic life events involve reactions at life’s extremes. By understanding trauma we learn about ourselves, victim and nonvictim alike, and begin to become aware of our greatest weaknesses and our surest strengths.

Certainly, extreme events differ in severity, and no two survivors will have identical reactions. Yet dramatically different victimizations may have psychological impacts that are similar in important ways. It is these similarities that both provide us with an understanding of those who survive trauma and enable us to draw conclusions about some basic aspects of human thought and behavior.

The survivor’s experience tells us a great deal about the psychology of daily existence. A powerful lesson learned from working with victims is the extent to which we ordinarily rely upon—and take for granted—a few fundamental assumptions about ourselves and our world, assumptions that generally go unquestioned and unchallenged.

At the Core of Our Internal World

The philosophy which is so important in each of us is not a technical matter; it is our more or less dumb sense of what life honestly and deeply means … it is our individual way of just seeing and feeling the total push and pull of the cosmos.

—William James1

At the core of our internal world, we hold basic views of ourselves and our external world that represent our orientation toward the “total push and pull of the cosmos.” Surely our basic assumptions may be more private and less elegant than theories that guide scientific observation and research; yet they are no less important as guides for our day-to-day thoughts and behaviors.

A few psychologists have explicitly discussed the importance of people’s fundamental assumptions about themselves and their world. C. M. Parkes uses the phrase “assumptive world” to refer to people’s view of reality, “a strongly held set of assumptions about the world and the self which is confidently maintained and used as a means of recognizing, planning and acting … Assumptions such as these are learned and confirmed by the experience of many years.”2

Psychiatrist John Bowlby3 writes of “working models” that people build of themselves and the world, which are used to perceive events, construct plans, and forecast the future. Sociologist Peter Marris refers to our “structures of meaning,” basic principles that are abstract enough to be applied to any event we encounter and thereby make life continuously intelligible.4 Similarly, psychologist Seymour Epstein writes that “everyone unwittingly develops a personal theory of reality that includes a self-theory and a world-theory. A personal theory of reality does not exist in conscious awareness, but is a preconscious conceptual system that automatically structures a person’s experiences and directs his or her behavior.”5 From a very different perspective, psychiatrist Joseph Sandler describes a “representational world,” the constellation of organized, enduring impressions culled from experience that serves as a cognitive map.

Although different terms are used, there is clearly congruence in these descriptions of a single underlying phenomenon. The reference is to a conceptual system, developed over time, that provides us with expectations about the world and ourselves. This conceptual system is best represented by a set of assumptions or internal representations that reflect and guide our interactions in the world and generally enable us to function effectively.

A network of diverse theories and representations constitutes our assumptive world; surely some are more central and basic than others. The assumptions “I am a good poker player” or “I am a good piano player” are different from the assumptions “I am a moral, decent person” and “I am a competent individual.” Our theories are hierarchically organized, with our most fundamental assumptions being those that are most abstract and general, as well as most pervasive in their applicability.6 Our fundamental assumptions are the bedrock of our conceptual system; they are the assumptions that we are least aware of and least likely to challenge. What are these core assumptions and why do they form the nucleus of our internal world?

Benevolence, Meaning, and Self-Worth

Most generally, at the core of our assumptive world are abstract beliefs about ourselves, the external world, and the relationship between the two. More specifically, and most simply, I propose that our three fundamental assumptions are7:

The world is benevolent

The world is meaningful

The self is worthy

Of course, not everyone holds these basic assumptions; yet it appears that most people do. If you are among those who are now responding, “But I know the world is bad and unfair. This certainly does not apply to me,” I would ask that you do not yet discount the assumptions’ role in your own life. Sometimes what we think we believe and what we really believe are not one and the same.

As an introduction to our fundamental assumptions, it is interesting to consider people’s fascination, demonstrated generation after generation, with the biblical story of Job. Although this might be attributed to its literary qualities (e.g., Tennyson called it “the greatest poem of ancient and modern times”), it seems far more likely that the appeal of the story stems from its baffling sequence of events. Job is a good, righteous man who suffers catastrophe upon catastrophe, from the death of livestock and servants to the death of his seven sons and three daughters. Great thinkers, including Maimonides, John Calvin, Reinhold Niebuhr, Martin Buber, and Thomas Hobbes, have interpreted and reinterpreted the story of Job; theological and scholarly commentaries, old and new, abound. The attention this biblical story has received reflects the deeply disturbing nature of seemingly unwarranted human suffering; the attention it has received reflects our unwitting acceptance of the three fundamental assumptions.

Benevolence of the World. In general, people believe the world is a good place. The “world,” in this context, is an abstract conception that refers to both people and events. When we assume other people are benevolent, we believe that they are basically good, kind, helpful, and caring. In assuming that events are benevolent, we believe in the preponderance of positive outcomes and good fortune over negative outcomes and misfortune. In my research, I have found that people’s beliefs in the benevolence of people and events are very positive and highly correlated; the two seem to go together.8 It appears that we maintain a kind of implicit base-rate notion about goodness and badness in the world; in general, we believe we live in a benevolent, safe world rather than a malevolent, hostile one.

In considering the benevolence of “the” world, people are actually considering the benevolence of “their” world. Generalizations move outward from experience, such that our own experiences with people and events form the basis for more general assumptions about the world. Things that happen to us are typically good, and thus the world that is relevant to us is characterized by positive outcomes. People around us are decent and caring, and thus people in general are good.

Maya Angelou attempted to capture the depth of our belief in the benevolence of others in the title of her book of poetry, Just Give Me a Cool Drink of Water ‘Fore I Diiie. In explaining her choice, she discusses the remarkable “unconscious innocence” of human beings, which she feels is best illustrated by the belief that even a murderer, before putting the final wrench on our throat, would nevertheless have enough compassion to give us a sweet cup of water.9

One might ask how we maintain our assumption about the benevolence of the world in the face of so many obvious problems, both nationally and internationally. In this vein, it is interesting to note that individuals often distinguish between their own lot and that of the larger world. People are very optimistic about their own futures,10 and this is the case even when they are pessimistic about political and economic conditions in the world at large. Thus, survey researchers have found a clear contradiction between how Americans view their personal lives, which has remained consistently positive over the years, and their far more somber views of the state of the nation.11 Further, when asked to graph the past, present, and future for both their personal lives and the country on separate “ladders” (with top and bottom rungs representing the best and worst possible situations), survey respondents are extremely optimistic about their own lives and far less optimistic about the nation.12

We believe the world is benevolent because we see our own relatively limited world as benevolent. There is considerable research evidence demonstrating that people believe events in their lives have been predominantly pleasant. Margaret Matlin and David Stang, in their book The Pollyanna Principle,13 review numerous studies in which people—children, college students, and older adults—classified many more of their life experiences as pleasant than unpleasant. Whether they actually experienced primarily pleasant events, or selectively recalled pleasant events more often than unpleasant ones, they nevertheless had positive perceptions of their world.

Like the caricatured Dr. Pangloss, who maintained a rose-colored view of the world despite a succession of negative outcomes, we view our world as a good, benevolent place. The monstrous calamities that befell Job are alien; to confront such unrelenting misfortune and evil is extremely disturbing. We also believe in a meaningful world, and thus how much more perturbed we are in recognizing that these catastrophes have struck Job, “a sound and honest man who feared God and shunned evil.”

Meaningfulness of the World. Why is Job the victim of such catastrophes? We are puzzled and uncomfortable with the juxtaposition of Job’s innocence and Job’s sorry lot. We believe events in our world are meaningful, that they “make sense.”14 Our fundamental assumption about meaning involves not simply beliefs about why events happen in our world, but, more specifically, why these events happen to particular people. We seek to understand the “distribution” of good and bad outcomes, and in the service of meaning we recognize or impose seemingly natural contingencies between people and their outcomes.

A meaningful world is one in which a self-outcome contingency is perceived; there is a relationship between a person and what happens to him or her. People are able to make sense of the “selective incidence” of particular outcomes. This concern is reflected in the words of Brother Juniper in Thornton Wilder’s The Bridge of San Luis Rey after the great bridge broke and five travelers fell to their death. He asked, “’Why did this happen to those five?’ … Either we live by accident and die by accident, or we live by plan and die by plan.”15 Brother Juniper then resolved to inquire into the travelers’ lives so as to make sense of their deaths.

This concern with the seemingly selective incidence of events provides a way of understanding people’s attempt to seek and impose meaning on events. Anthropologist Max Gluckman describes the belief in witchcraft among the Azande of the Sudan as a need to answer the question “Why misfortune to me and not others?”16 Discussing the reactions of the Azande father whose son died when the boy’s boat was overturned by a hippopotamus, Gluckman notes that the father is fully aware that the immediate cause of death was drowning, by water in the lungs; yet the parent believes that it was a witch or sorcerer who brought together the paths of the boat and the angry hippopotamus. According to the Azande, people are not harmed arbitrarily or haphazardly, and thus, through witchcraft, they are able to maintain a belief in a meaningful, orderly world.

Science attempts to address the how, but not the why, of events.17 Yet, in science, phenomena are comprehensible if they fit certain physical laws, accepted theories of physical events. In the case of events that happen to people, we typically turn to accepted social rather than scientific laws to understand the distribution of good and bad events in our world. In Western culture, the social laws most likely to be invoked to explain the “why” of events are those of justice and control; these enable us to believe that misfortune is not haphazard and arbitrary, that there is a person-outcome contingency.

According to popularly accepted conceptions of justice, the principle of personal deservingness determines which events affect which people.18 From this perspective, the “goodness” of the individual becomes a primary factor to be considered in determining his or her lot in life. Thus, a good, decent, moral person deserves positive outcomes; conversely, misfortune should be most apt to strike the morally corrupt. The work of psychologist Melvin Lerner emphasizes the importance of this orientation in people’s lives. Lerner’s “just world theory” posits that people have a need to believe in a just world, one in which people get what they deserve and deserve what they get. We are deeply threatened by the possibility that negative events, if random, could happen to us. In a series of experiments, Lerner has demonstrated that innocent people are derogated and devalued by research participants, who are thereby able to maintain their own belief that the world is just, that people get what they deserve.19 If we believe that the rape victim was an immoral woman or the accident victim was a reckless man, we can psychologically ward off the possibility that victimizations can be random and can strike the innocent.

When we view the world in terms of justice, negative events are viewed as punishments and positive ones as rewards. The lengths to which we might go in applying principles of justice are apparent in Brother Juniper’s conclusions about the travelers on the fallen bridge. As Wilder writes, “He thought he saw in the same accident, the wicked visited by destruction and the good called early to Heaven. He thought he saw pride and wealth confounded as an object lesson to the world, and he thought he saw humility crowned and rewarded for the edification of the city.”20

Often we understand events in our world not through a consideration of people’s character but rather through an examination of their behaviors.21 We are able to see a natural association between people and what happens to them, not only because of who they are (i.e., justice and deservingness), but also because of what they did. The assumption is that we can directly control what happens to us through our own behavior. Thus, if we engage in appropriate, precautionary behaviors, we will be protected from negative events; similarly, if we engage in appropriate positive behaviors, good things will happen to us.

From this perspective, the person who drives carefully can keep from getting in a car accident, the person who eats right and exercises regularly can stay healthy, and the person who knows the right “city survival tactics” can avoid being mugged on the street. And when negative events occur, the individuals involved are regarded as not having been careful enough—that is, they deserved it.

The recent health craze in the United States is in part a dramatic statement of our belief in control over negative outcomes. We believe that through our own behavior we can have tremendous control over our health, and thus people are running, climbing stairs, swimming laps, eating fiber, reducing cholesterol as never before. I recall the results of a national survey broadcast on the radio during the summer of 1988 in which more than 90 percent of Americans reported that they believed they could stay healthy if they just engaged in the right behaviors.

The work of Martin Seligman and his colleagues on learned helplessness suggests the difficulties that follow from a perception of no control.22 The phenomenon of learned helplessness involves the perception that there is no contingency between one’s actions and one’s outcomes; nothing one can do will make a difference. Such helplessness involves “giving up” and loss of motivation and has been linked to forms of depression.

We generally believe in an action-outcome contingency, that we can control what happens to us, and such a belief provides us with one means of maintaining a view of the world as a meaningful place. In fact, we tend to perceive a contingency between what we do and what happens to us, even in situations when this is clearly inappropriate. Research by Ellen Langer has demonstrated that people believe they can control more than they actually can. Thus, because effort, exertion, practice, or planning generally have a positive effect on outcomes that we can control, the use of these same strategies often lead us to believe we can control chance outcomes as well.23 Gamblers often fail to distinguish between chance and control-related outcomes and believe that their own behaviors, often ritualized, will lead to success. In the game of craps, for example, gamblers believe that they can control the dice by taking their time and concentrating, talking to the dice, snapping their fingers after a throw, and throwing hard for large numbers and softly for low numbers.24 Most superstitious behaviors are also based on the belief that a contingency exists when in reality it does not; simply because you performed well on an exam or won an important game while wearing your red socks does not warrant the conclusion that this behavior and the outcome were at all related.

Although in Western society personal control is emphasized, people can nevertheless support their belief in a meaningful world by invoking justice-related religious beliefs.25 Belief in a God who rewards a moral existence also reflects belief in a meaningful world, despite the fact that direct control does not rest with the individual performing the deeds but rather with a God responsible for making the ultimate judgment about one’s outcomes.

The distributional principles of justice and control imply a sense of order and comprehensibility. Randomness essentially denies the meaningfulness of events. There is no way to make sense of why particular events happen to particular people; it is a matter of chance alone. In recognizing randomness, an individual must accept that ultimately there is nothing one can do or be that will serve as a protection from misfortune or a guarantor of good fortune; the person is not involved “in shaping one’s own destiny as well as one’s daily experience.”26

Self-Worth. In addition to assumptions of benevolence and meaningfulness of the world, we maintain a third fundamental assumption, that of our own self-worth. This assumption involves a global evaluation of the self, and, in general, we perceive ourselves as good, capable, and moral individuals.

Just as a sense of meaning entails a belief in a person-outcome contingency that is reflected in conceptions about justice and control, the sources of self-worth often reflect parallel conceptions in the self domain. Thus, justice generally entails judgments of one’s character, and one dimension of self-worth involves evaluations of one’s essential goodness, decency, and morality. Similarly, control entails judgments of one’s behavior, and another dimension of self-esteem involves evaluations of the wisdom and effectiveness of one’s actions: whether we are doing things that will maximize successful outcomes for us. These self-evaluations include judgments of one’s competence as well as of one’s willingness to engage in appropriate behaviors. Thus, you may not have the necessary competence to control outcomes, such as someone who is simply not in good enough physical shape to successfully complete a long-distance race,27 or you may have the ability but choose not to use it, such as an intelligent person who doesn’t study when necessary or any person who decides not to use a seat belt in an automobile.

With very few exceptions, people evaluate themselves very positively. In study after study, people report themselves as better than others and certainly better than average in terms of their own abilities and personal qualities, and scores on self-esteem scales tend to be highly skewed towards the positive end of the scale.28 In his classic paper on the self, Anthony Greenwald maintains that we use a number of information-control strategies in interpreting and organizing information about ourselves, and these strategies enable us to view ourselves in a particularly positive manner. Not only are our judgment and memory processes focused on the self, but we see ourselves as selectively responsible for positive, desired outcomes. As Greenwald points out, this selective responsibility is apparent in people’s tendency to both recall and accept responsibility for successes far more than failures, to deny responsibility for harming others, and to identify with “winners” and disaffiliate with “losers.”29

Thus, we believe we are good people who live in a benevolent, meaningful world. These three positive assumptions co-exist at the core of our assumptive world. They are not narrow beliefs, but broad, abstract conceptions that are also emotionally potent. Clearly, it feels good to believe that we are decent and the world is benevolent and meaningful. Our basic beliefs do not exist independent of emotions; rather, positive feelings are inextricably tied to our fundamental assumptions.30

An exploration of the origins of these core representations provides a basis for understanding their centrality and significance. An essential aspect of these beliefs is that they are the earliest—the very first—assumptions established in our internal world. More accurately, they are the verbal counterparts of our earliest, preverbal representations.

Origins in Early Experience

In his ever-popular book, Baby and Child Care, Dr. Benjamin Spock begins by telling parents to have confidence in themselves and their own common sense. He writes that what is most important is the

natural loving care that kindly parents give their children. … It’s taking care of your baby, finding out that you can feed, change, bathe, and burp successfully, and that your baby responds contentedly to your ministrations that gives you the feelings of familiarity, confidence, and love. A solid relationship and a mutual trust are established very early.31

From the present perspective, this same advice could be interpreted from the perspective of the child, not the parent. It is the “natural loving care” that infants receive that enables them to respond contentedly and develop “familiarity, confidence, and love,” or, more generally, a sense of trust. It is this early development of trust, emphasized by Erik Erikson, that represents the preverbal elements of our three fundamental assumptions.

Erikson nominates a “sense of basic trust” as the most “fundamental prerequisite of mental vitality.”32 He defines it as a pervasive attitude towards both the world and oneself that is developed during the child’s first year of life. For Erikson, the development of trust is based on the mutual regulation of the needs and abilities of infant and mother.33 Thus, for example, the infant’s inborn ability to “take in by mouth” must be met by the mother’s ability to feed and welcome the child. The mother must coordinate the timing and intensity of sensory stimulation to meet the baby’s needs as well. He argues that the amount of trust derived from one’s earliest experiences does not depend on the quantity of care (e.g., amount of food or demonstrations of love), but the quality of care (for Erikson, the quality of the maternal relationship). According to Erikson, the presence of sensitive maternal care provides the infant with a sense of “friendly otherness.” In an important way, however, a sense of trust involves not only the development of trust in others, but the development of trust in oneself.

The child’s view of self, world, and their relationship originate in the infant’s early experiences, which center around interactions with a caregiver (or caregivers), usually the mother. In these early preverbal interactions, we begin to establish expectations about our world, about the nature of our caregivers, the nature of ourselves, and the nature of the interaction between the two. These early representations are thus apt to be closely related and mutually dependent, a conclusion mirrored in Erikson’s view of early development.

From the perspective of our fundamental assumptions, trust is actually the label for three intersecting representations derived from the child’s earliest experiences. In the presence of a responsive caregiver, the child’s earliest needs are met; the child’s “world,” represented by those caring for the child, is a benevolent one. A responsive caregiver is one who responds to the infant’s behaviors (e.g., crying), and thereby provides the basis for the child’s earliest understanding of person-outcome contingency. In the very act of providing care and meeting the child’s needs, a responsive caregiver also provides the infant with the basis for self-worth, for the child begins to understand that he or she is worthy of care. Most simply, the infant begins to learn, “There is someone good who cares for me, and I can do certain things to bring about a caring response from this person … I must be worthy of care.” The earliest interactions with sensitive caregivers provide a basis for preverbal representations about what the world and the self are like: The world is good and meaningful, and the self is worthy.

This emphasis on early social interactions is central in the work of object relations theorists, who have emphasized the importance of these interactions for the young child’s internal, object world. For these theorists, the earliest object relations involve interactions between the needs of the child and caregiver.34As W. R. D. Fairbairn writes, children need to feel that their parents understand the world and are dependable and just in their caregiving.35 D. W. Winnecott writes that the mother provides a “holding environment” for the infant and brings the world to the child.36 He stresses the importance of maternal devotion and “empathic anticipation” of the baby’s needs; these are qualities of the “good enough mother.” Such a reasonably nurturant, dependable mother provides the child with an early sense of omnipotence, which, for Winnecott, is a basis for healthy development.

The adaptive role of “infantile omnipotence” is also discussed in the work of Heinz Kohut, who emphasizes the importance of the child’s grandiose view of self, developed through responsive caregiving or “empathic parenting.” According to Kohut, the infant’s narcissistic fantasies, particularly the grandiose self and idealized parent, are not simply a waystation on the road to healthy object relations. Rather, they are transformed to more mature forms in the context of the parent-child unit and integrated as necessary, healthy parts of the personality.37

Of particular relevance to the early development of our positively biased basic assumptions is the work of John Bowlby,38 who posits that children build working models of their world and themselves through their relationship with early attachment figures. His well-known theory of attachment emphasizes the importance of available, responsive caregivers during young childhood. A key feature of the child’s model of the world is the attachment figure—who that person is, where that person may be found, and how that person may be expected to respond. A key feature of the working model of the self is acceptability in the eyes of the attachment figure. It follows that an available, responsive caregiver provides the basis for the child’s positive representations of the world and the self.

How do these early models develop? What actually happens in the mind of the young child? The work of psychiatrist Daniel Stern provides some answers. Stern writes of the infant’s subjective experience and focuses on the developmental progression of sense of self. He maintains that the infant has

formidable capacities to distill and organize the abstract, global qualities of experience. Infants are not lost at sea in a wash of abstractable qualities of experience. They are gradually and systematically ordering these elements of experience to identify self-invariant and other-invariant constellations. And whenever any constellation is formed, the infant experiences the emergence of organization….

This global subjective world of emerging organization is and remains the fundamental domain of human subjectivity. It operates out of awareness as the experiential matrix from which thoughts and perceived forms and identifiable acts and verbalized feelings will later arise.39

Stern discusses how, specifically, the infant’s experience becomes integrated into one organizing subjective perspective. For present purposes, this relates to the question of how the infant creates a coherent model of the self, of others (the world), and of their interaction. He argues that memory provides the answer, for memory is a process that integrates the diverse features of lived experience. In particular, he discusses episodic memory, our memory for “real-life experiences occurring in real time.” Such memories range from trivial experiences (e.g., what I had for breakfast) to those that are more meaningful (e.g., what I felt when I was told of a friend’s suicide). Perceptions, actions, and affects associated with the experience are the main ingredients of the episodic memory. Episodes enter into memory as indivisible units and generally stand as a whole.

According to Stern, when an infant experiences similar episodes, he or she begins to form a generalized episode, “an individualized, personal expectation of how things are likely to proceed on a moment-to-moment basis.”40 He uses the example of the “breast milk” episode: being hungry, being placed at the breast, rooting, opening mouth, starting to suck, getting milk. The generalized episode for “breast milk” is no longer a specific occasion, but rather an abstraction of many specific memories, each of which is slightly different. It is “average experience made prototypic.”41

Stern is concerned with generalized episodes—involving sensations, actions, and affects—of the preverbal infant. More specifically, he is concerned with the interactive experience, and not simply interactive events. Citing research that suggests infants have some abilities to abstract, average, and represent information preverbally,42 he argues that the episodic memories are also averaged and represented in the subjective world of the infant. Stern labels these higher-level generalizations RIGs—representations of interactions that have been generalized. RIGs constitute the basic units for the infant’s representation of a core self.

Stern maintains that between the ages of two and seven months, the infant already gains enough experience with the major “self-invariants,” and the ability to integrate episodic memories has advanced far enough, that the infant is able to form an organized, subjective perspective that he calls a core self. Stern believes that a sense of a core other emerges in a parallel fashion.

Episodic memories of particular interactions are combined into RIGs. In turn, RIGs are combined to form working models or theories. These models are generalized memories derived from particular episodes and are our earliest representations about ourselves and our world. We develop such working models of the self, the mother (or caregiver), and the nature of the interaction between self and mother, and these models are the origins of our later assumptions about ourselves, the world, and meaning.

The positively biased nature of our fundamental assumptions is largely accounted for by their origin in early interactions. Most infants receive “good enough caregiving,” caregiving that is neither outstanding nor characterized by neglect or abuse. It is generally responsive to infants’ early needs for physical care and contact comfort,43 and enables them to develop positive views of others, positive views of themselves as recipients of this care, and positive views of their own agency in interactions. Also tied to these agreeable “thoughts” are positive affects, pleasant feelings associated with the satisfaction of needs and the expectation of continued care.

These earliest mental structures are refined and embellished with experience. With the onset of language, the young child begins to live in a world of shared meanings and new experiences. The early working models or representations can now be verbally represented (i.e., “The world is benevolent”; “The world is meaningful”; “I am a worthy person”), and the child begins to exist more fully within the larger cultural context. Within a society, people create a shared symbolic world that provides communal expectations about daily existence. The complex interweaving of individual and society suggests that, generally, each mirrors and strengthens the other, such that the beliefs held at the level of the individual psyche are also largely apparent at the level of the group or culture. Culture and society begin to both shape and reinforce the child’s internal representations.44

The growing child begins to respond to new data and experiences, such that new people and occurrences begin to be incorporated within one’s model of the world. New aspects of oneself become important bases for assumptions about the self. New experiences and outcomes, good and bad, become assimilated into our assumptions about the meaningfulness of events.

Although these assumptions may be modified throughout childhood and adolescence, fewer changes are apt to occur in adulthood. This perspective is consistent with that of Bowlby,45 in his discussion of working models of attachment. These models are built up slowly during infancy, childhood, and adolescence, and what is developed during these years tend to persist relatively unchanged throughout one’s life. Yet Bowlby also believes that between six months and five years, when attachment behavior is most readily activated, the child is optimally sensitive to the development of expectations about the availability of attachment figures. Although this sensitivity persists after five years of age, it does so in steadily diminishing degrees over time. Thus, Bowlby’s perspective lies between the more extreme views that a high degree of plasticity to personality exists even through adulthood, and the view that such plasticity diminishes after the earliest months of infancy and is practically nonexistent after the first or second year of life.

The view espoused here echoes that of Bowlby. We begin to develop our models and assumptions quite early, and it is these early assumptions that are built upon and revised. Our earliest representations are extremely powerful, and although some change no doubt occurs throughout development,46 changes are less likely over time. Thus, fewer changes are apt to be made in late childhood, and far fewer in adulthood. What comes first in general has a greater impact on the conceptual system than what comes later; for me, this view is derived not from clinical theories on psychopathology but from social psychological theories on information-processing, which will be explored in the next chapter. First, however, we need to consider the sense of invulnerability that the basic assumptions afford us.

Security, Trust, and Invulnerability

Human life is liable to many hazards. People are run over in the street, automobiles collide, travelers are injured or killed in train wrecks or airplane crashes. In the seeming security of one’s home one may fall down stairs and break a leg. A child playing hide-and-seek may close himself in an old ice box and suffocate. One may fall prey to disease or something may go amiss with a vital organ—a heart attack, a brain hemorrhage. The cocktails and cigarettes which we enjoy may be working irremediable internal damage. And then there are the more large-scale dangers of fire, flood, earthquake, tornado, and the man-made destruction unleashed in war. As we consider this list, is not our first reaction apt to be one of smiling? Yes, we will say, and as you are walking down the street a tile may fall from a roof and hit you on the head. But who can worry about all these things?47

It is somewhat ironic that it is during their prolonged period of dependency (i.e., infancy) that human beings begin to develop the essential components of a lifelong sense of safety and security. Through early social interactions, we develop a view of the world and ourselves that enables us to continue to feel protected, even as our world expands far beyond its earliest, very limited boundaries. Our fundamental assumptions, rooted so deeply in our early experience, equip us with a sense of confidence and trust. This is not confidence in the narrow sense of being self-assured, for the focus is centered too much on the self. Nor is it trust in the narrow sense of expecting others to be honest and reliable, for the focus is centered too much on others. Rather, they refer to a general optimism that things will work out well, that we are safe and protected. Psychologist Aaron Antonovsky’s “sense of coherence” largely describes this life outlook: “The ‘sense of coherence’ is a global orientation that expresses the extent to which one has a pervasive, enduring though dynamic feeling of confidence that one’s internal and external environments are predictable and that there is a high probability that things will work out as well as can reasonably be expected.”48

The expectation that the future will work to one’s advantage or for one’s pleasure is so common that anthropologist Lionel Tiger argues it has been central to the process of human evolution and is a part of human nature.49 His point about the pervasiveness of this optimistic orientation is well taken, although I would locate its roots in early development rather than biology. As Ernest Becker asserts in his landmark work The Denial of Death, the young child who is loved and well nourished develops a “sense of his own indestructibility, a feeling of proven power and secure support.”50 From Becker’s perspective, this responsive early environment simply makes it easier for the child to hide his or her innate fear of death. Whether or not one accepts the existence of a deeper, universal terror lying beneath our fundamental assumptions, the human tendency to perceive the self as indestructible and invulnerable remains the same. This perspective is most evident when people consider the likelihood of negative events happening to them; people feel protected from misfortune.

This sense of invulnerability is a logical outcome of our fundamental assumptions, reflected in the following internal dialogue:

My world is benevolent. Even in such a good world negative events happen, even if relatively infrequently. Yet when they occur they are not random, but rather are meaningfully distributed. They happen to people who deserve them, either because of who they are or what they did or failed to do. I am a good, competent, careful person. Bad things couldn’t happen to me.

Generally, we underestimate the likelihood of negative outcomes. Yet even when we recognize the possibility of misfortune—of crime, serious illness, accidents—we nevertheless feel more or less invulnerable. We believe in our own “goodness” and “behavioral wisdom,” and thus if bad things happen, they won’t happen to us.

There is considerable research evidence that people underestimate the likelihood of negative events happening to them and overestimate the likelihood of positive events; they appear to operate on the basis of an “illusion of invulnerability.”51 In an early exploratory study, my students and I found that college students consistently underestimated the likelihood that negative events—including mugging, cancer, car accident, senility, and natural disaster—would happen to them on the basis of studies of actual incidence in similar age groups.

More recently, “unrealistic optimism” has been demonstrated in a series of studies by Neil Weinstein and his colleagues.52 The college students in Weinstein’s sample regarded themselves as far less likely than their classmates to experience negative events such as having a heart attack or getting cancer, being fired from a job, and getting divorced. Older adults also underestimated the likelihood that negative events would happen to them.53 In fact, regardless of age, gender, education, or occupational prestige, people are unrealistically optimistic in their assessments of the future.54 As Soviet poet Andrei Voznesensky writes in his poem “My Achilles Heart,”

Our destruction is unthinkable,
More unthinkable what we endure,
More unthinkable still that a sniper
Should ever sever the quivering thread.

In general, we feel relatively invulnerable to misfortune. To a considerable extent, we simply do not think about threats and negative life events. But even if we recognize the possibility of such negative events as crimes, diseases, natural disasters, interpersonal losses, and serious accidents, we do not believe that we, personally, will be affected. After all, such events are meaningfully, not randomly, distributed. We may tell ourselves that one out of four people gets cancer, and that crimes and accidents are common—even that we may be victims. However, this is probably no more than a verbal statement in the absence of true belief. At the gut emotional level—the level of raw experience—it appears that we do not truly perceive the risks. Just as we can experience strong emotions in the theater, when we know the events are not real, so we can recognize events as real without experiencing any emotions.55

This is what Martha Wolfenstein is referring to when she explains the state of mind of someone who acknowledges extreme danger but does not feel worried. She discusses the situation of many people in the United States in 1946 who considered it likely that an atomic bomb would be used against their country yet did not feel at all worried. She compares the case of Tolstoy’s protagonist in The Death of Ivan Ilyich, who is dying and recalls a syllogism he had learned in school beginning with the words “All men are mortal.” Ivan Ilyich notes that he never doubted this proposition, but it nevertheless did not seem to have any application to himself. It was only now, while facing death, that the simple sentence became filled with meaning. As Wolfenstein notes, a verbal statement that elicits no emotional response in some sense seems unreal. “Admission of a painful prospect on a purely verbal level may coexist with denial on a less conscious level, or with the implicit qualification: it does not apply to me.”56

Despite occasional verbal statements to the contrary, we do not actually seem to believe that we will be the victims of misfortune. The virtual universality of the belief in invulnerability and the feeling that one is secure and protected is made particularly apparent by people’s reactions to their own traumatic life events. Bad things do happen to people; the world is not wholly benevolent and meaningful, and we are not always competent and worthy. What are the implications of maintaining such positively biased assumptions?

Are Our Assumptions Illusions?

Given the positive biases characteristic of our fundamental assumptions, it appears that they might appropriately be described as illusions—false ideas or conceptions. To Sigmund Freud, the hallmark of illusions was wish-fulfillment.57 Our assumptions are, in part, illusions; yet it would be inaccurate to portray people as naive optimists who simply believe what they want to believe and ignore their real experiences.

Rather, the illusory nature of our assumptions about benevolence, meaningfulness, and self-worth derives from their status as overgeneralizations. As the most fundamental assumptions in our conceptual system, they represent general expectations rather than discrete ones. First formed as representations in early childhood, they are generalizations across interactions and events during a particular developmental period as well as generalizations across time and different developmental periods. They are based on real experiences, beginning with relatively positive interactions with caregivers but, over time, are extended far beyond these specific episodes.

By way of useful comparison, it is worth considering our most familiar illusions: visual illusions. Two of the best known are the Muller-Lyer illusion and the Ponzo illusion. The Muller-Lyer is the arrow illusion, in which the length of two same-length lines appears different because of the angles set at the end of the lines; in one case the angles turn towards the line, in the other the angles turn outward. In the latter instance, the line looks longer. The Ponzo illusion is the railroad track illusion, in which two same-length line segments are placed at different points between two converging lines. The line segments appear to be different lengths, with the one set in the narrower portion of the converging lines appearing longer.

Despite the fact that the comparison lines are actually the same length in both cases, we perceive their lengths as different. Yet we are not simply seeing what we want to see. In perceiving the lines we use cues presented in the pictures that, in most instances of our lives, suggest depth and distance. Thus, the converging lines of the Ponzo illusion and angles in the Muller-Lyer illusion are perceived as depth cues. In each instance, one line is interpreted as farther and thus larger; for same-size lines would actually present different-size retinal images, and the retinal images in these instances are the same. We misperceive features of the visual presentation because we misapply perceptual principles that usually work and usually describe reality. It is an instance of overapplication or overgeneralization.

In a similar vein, in separate laboratory studies, Ellen Langer58 and Camille Wortman59 have demonstrated the extent to which people overgeneralize features from control-based settings to chance settings. Thus, for example, in settings where outcomes were, in fact, purely random, people bet less against a confident-looking opponent than one who seemed meeker; and people were less willing to turn in a lottery ticket that they themselves had chosen for one that offered them a better chance of winning. Environmental features that might have made a difference if the task had been skill-related were irrelevant in chance settings, and yet people nevertheless overestimated the amount of control they had over random outcomes when these features were present. People generalized from one situation to another, even when it was not appropriate.

Similarly, we may overestimate the benevolence and meaningfulness of the world and our own self-worth, and interpret our world and self in accordance with these “principles” even when inappropriate. But these are instances reflecting overgeneralizations rather than simply foolhardiness based solely on wishes.60 We generalize from a preponderance of positive early experiences to abstract characterizations of our world and ourselves that are no longer directly tied to reality.

If these basic assumptions are positively biased overgeneralizations that may not always correspond to reality, are they maladaptive? Traditional views of mental health stressed the importance of accurate perceptions and close contact with reality. From this perspective illusions are maladaptive.61 Recently, psychologist Shelley Taylor has argued that illusions are adaptive, and she posits a view of mental health based on personal happiness.62 She maintains that the positive emotions fostered by illusions are associated with better mental functioning, better physical health, and better social interactions. Most simply, it feels good to hold illusions, and there are positive outcomes related to feeling good.

The question of adaptiveness requires a more complex response, for neither happiness nor accuracy can be considered wholly irrelevant to mental health. Rather, I would like to suggest that the adaptiveness of an illusion is related to its position in our conceptual system—that is, the hierarchical structure of our assumptive world must be considered. From this perspective, illusions can clearly be maladaptive; yet those at the broadest, most basic level of the hierarchy, such as our fundamental assumptions, are likely to be quite adaptive.

To recognize that illusions can be maladaptive we need only think of the person who believes he or she is a good swimmer, but who is actually unable to swim. The down side of illusions is generally discussed in terms of behaviors that are counterproductive, not only in terms of physical harm but also in terms of alienating others or, most often, maladaptively persisting at something without success. As Philip Brickman and I wrote, “The weak may drift irresolutely from goal to goal, but only the strong can destroy themselves in the manner of Captain Ahab.”63 This is the strategy of persisting at a task long after it would have been beneficial to quit, based on the illusion that one is more skilled at a particular task than is actually the case.

This negative view of illusions stems from the role of illusions in our narrower assumptions, those most directly tied to reality, those that can be confirmed and disconfirmed by direct reality tests. These are the assumptions about ourselves and our world that deal with more limited spheres of experience—one’s specific abilities, the nature of specific tasks. Accuracy is optimal in these less abstract, narrower assumptions of our conceptual system. Accurate beliefs at this level maximally protect a person from physical harm and the possibility of looking foolhardy to others; they would enable a person to devote energies to those tasks that would provide the most satisfaction and success.
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