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 To sum up: 1. Symbolization begins with the appearance of new and separate phenomena; (in such 

areas as value-systems it is the appearance of new behaviors in different fields of life). 2. Then comes the 

process of “ideation”, when people recognize a common denominator among the new phenomena (in our 

case, the notion of “individualism”). 3. The next step is the “fertilization” of the new notion by a crowd of 

associations (as when the “individualism” enters the “Lebenswelt” and assumes different forms). 4. During the 

process of symbolization these associations condense into a symbol; (in our example: when we start to call 

modern man “individualistic”, it is a result of a condensation process). 5. Finally the symbols become elements 

of different structures (in our case, individualism becomes an element of society, of personality, of housing, 

and so on in this manner). 

ADAPTIVE BEHAVIORS 

Let us take another example. Adaptability is a very important part of being human, enabling us to meet a 

multitude of different challenges: the dangers of nature, the tyranny of power, family conflict in our family, etc. 

First we learn how to protect ourselves against the storm, against a powerful landlord or against the 

machinations of our relatives. Second we recognize the common denominator of these very different behaviors 

to be adaptation. We create the notion and the abstract idea of “adaptation”. Third we fill this category with a 

lot of concrete experiences: successful escapes, sly tricks, successful violence or polite behavior, carefully 

weighing alternatives, and so on. These experiences are very concrete – escape from a storm, tricking a tyrant, 

settling a family dispute. But fourth, we link these different experiences in the sole notion of “adaptation”, and 

transform the letter into a symbol, which includes all of these concrete experiences as associations. (There are 

many distinct experiences in our memory, but we link them together with metaphors, metonymies, 

synecdoche, personalization and so on, and as we said earlier, precisely this is the difference between the 

distinct categories of notional thinking and the opened nature of the symbolic thought. If notional thinking is a 

telescope, which enhances the useful essence of a thing, the symbol is a sphere, a ball, an orb, which offers 

innumerable routes from its skin to the centre). As we link our different experiences of adaptation, we can 

combine them. This means that the experience acquired in public life will be useable within the family; the 

adaptation which was successful at home, can be used for defense against the dangers of nature, and so on. 

Lastly, in this way the different modes, techniques and sources of adaptation become elements of social life, of 

personality, and so on.
5
 As we combine them, these special experiences become applicable to the most varied 

territories of life. This is the role of symbolization in the process of adaptation: to make the notions open, poli-

semic and combinable. Here is the basis of the exceptional flexibility of the human being. 

THE POWER OF ADVERTISING SYMBOLS: THE CASE OF COCA COLA 

Our third example maybe more tangible than the previous two were. Value systems, and adaptation 

mechanisms are rather abstract, theoretical categories to which the functioning of simpler symbols is very 

similar. Our third example is the well-known bottle of Coca Cola.
6
 The first two steps involve the enhancement 

of Coca Cola. It has a special form, different from the shape of other bottles, and we learn to link this form to a 

special brand, and to the special taste of a special drink. We taste some cola, we see the unique bottle of Coca 

                                                                 
5
 We don’t have enough space here to enter into details, we have, however, written a monograph in which we consider 

different types, modes and sources of adaptation as elements of human adaptive behaviour (Kapitány and Kapitány 2007). 
6
 We analyze this symbolic object more circumstantially in another essay of this book: („Did the Gods Go Crazy?”) 
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Cola at different places in the world, then we create the “idea” of Coca Cola; after the process of ideation we 

know, what it means. Third, Coca Cola “conquers” the world. The advertising suggests a special life-style, gives 

it a special sense (or a bunch of different senses). We learn where we can or cannot find Coca Cola. Fourthly, 

Coca Cola becomes a symbol. A symbol of what? It depends on the character and circumstances of the 

community that creates and/or uses the symbol. For residents of formerly communist countries, for example 

Coca Cola was a symbol of the West, the “free world”, or the United States; a symbol of a world not behind the 

Iron Curtain. For critics of modern capitalism it can symbolize “consumer society”; for a fundamentalist it may 

symbolize the world of Evil; for a young man, who drank a lot of cola during childhood, it can symbolize happy 

years; for a dentist, it is one of the well-known dangers to teeth. Lastly, the symbol becomes an element of our 

visual language. If we watch a performance of a young Hungarian or Russian group from the fifties or early 

sixties, and somebody holds up a bottle of Coca Cola, it might mean, “this man is a fan of the west”. Now, that 

the Iron Curtain has been destroyed, and the “multi-nationals” and western European and American firms have 

over run Eastern Europe, Coca Cola has become an element in the stock of symbols of power (the power of 

money, the power of capital). Hence we find Coca Cola’s emblem everywhere, not just in restaurants or stores, 

but in school corridors (sometimes taking the place of Lenin-portraits), on the notice boards of some churches, 

and even at an office of the Socialist Party (formerly the Communist Party), the whole show-window of which 

was covered with Coca Cola advertisement. Coca Cola has become a visual “word”, a part of our visual 

statements, a simple, (symbolic) element of our “visual speech”. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Now we will try to summarize the main functions of symbolization in society. Semiotically speaking, one of its 

main functions is to correct the one-sidedness of other sign-systems, the system of distinct notions and ideas. 

The social functions of symbols are endless. Through symbols we can direct, guide and govern others. Symbols 

are very open in meaning, and have many connections to the other elements of the world; thus a directed 

symbol can create a whole circle of association, and the whole world of things connected with this symbol will 

move in that direction. The first theoreticians of the workers’ movement symbolized the relationship of 

capitalist society as a battle (of classes), and millions of workers and intellectuals followed this symbolic model 

for one and a half centuries. Newton and Leibniz worked out a world-view of monadic, individualistic units, and 

both the natural sciences and the social sciences have built on this symbolic doctrine for centuries. Symbols 

determine the direction of politics, the economy, science and the entire lives of people; they dominate our 

everyday thinking. The symbolic doctrine of freedom preserves capitalist society (the free market, free 

enterprise, free movement of labor, etc.) Symbols are the instruments of different ruling groups and different 

ruling interests, and lengthy books have been written about how symbolic power is felt in medicine, the 

judiciary, the penal system, and more Foucault 1955, 1972, 1975). But symbols can also play an opposite role; 

they can also be instruments of revolution and innovation. The symbol “freedom” is not a weapon only for 

representing the interests of the bourgeoisie. The anti-capitalist workers use this symbol, arguing that the 

freedom of a worker is not the same as the freedom of a capitalist; the freedom to sleep under a bridge is not 

the same for a homeless person as it is for a bored millionaire. To create a new symbol includes the possibility 

of changing existing relations, to revolutionize the world. We see how impressionism (as a new way of painting) 

revolutionized visual culture, how the music of The Beatles revolutionized the culture of generations, how 

computerization has revolutionized our whole life. You might reply: but these changes are merely 

technological. Indeed, these changes do mean technical innovation, but they also have symbolic meaning, 
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which endows with extra importance and influence. Symbols do not have just a revolutionary (or conservative) 

function. Sometimes they can be integrative, as instruments of peace. When Sir Walter Scott wrote novels 

about lovers, who were representative of clashing social groups, he was urging society to give up religious and 

national rancor (Scottish and English); in this way he built up the symbolic base of the (united) nationhood of 

the United Kingdom. Stanley Kramer, the director of the “The Defiant Ones” (a famous film of the fifties) 

inspired a new way of thinking about the relationship between races in the United States, through the symbol 

of handcuffs, which fastened a white man and a black man together. 

We could go on listing the functions of symbols in society, but we think that the most one is the final result of 

the symbolization process outlined above. As we have mentioned, symbols eventually turn into elements of the 

everyday development and structure of society, and elements of the development and structure of individual 

personalities. Because symbols condense and include a crowd of associations, we can obtain very different 

experiences through them, and it is precisely by means of symbols that history – and experiences of history – 

can survive into the present.
7
 

Budapest-Helsinki, 2009 
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 In our monograph on human motivation, we present how the experiences of an age of human history are built into the 

personality serving as an element of an individual’s motivational system (Kapitány–Kapitány 1993). 
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D ID THE GODS GO CRAZY?   

EMERGENCE AND SYMBOLS (A FEW LAWS IN THE SYMBOLISM OF OBJECTS)1 

 

1. SYMBOLS 

Over the past few decades, our main concerns have been symbols, symbolic phenomena, and the nature of the 

process of symbolic representation (as an epistemological strategy).2 We have recently begun preliminary work 

on a book in which we intend to summarize the results of a range of our empirical studies on symbolic 

representation. Since various schools of various social sciences use the notion of “symbol” in a range of 

different ways, it would be unwise in a short paper like the present one to attempt to give an exhaustive 

review of these (in the book we will venture to do so, however). But defining the term for our purposes here 

remains a task that we should not forgo. 

Natural sciences are based on mathematics. They distill the world, in a useful way for human beings into 

numbers and numerical relations that represent the properties of the physical world (volumes, distances, 

durations, velocities, proportions, processes, etc.), but also of elements and phases of human actions. Although 

the basic units of mathematics seem to squeeze nature into arbitrary boxes constructed by humans, they 

nevertheless reflect nature insofar as human beings have been primarily concerned – particularly over the past 

few hundred years of industrial society – with how they can take nature apart into distinct units that they can 

subsequently measure up, reproduce and then sell. The concept of a unit presupposes the number, the “1” 

(“unit” derives from the Latin unus), that which is identical to itself (1=1, A=A) and can be related to other 

units, added to or multiplied by them, etc. Grasping reality in terms of mathematics, breaking down wholes 

into units and analyzing quantifiable relations, seemed to be a sensible and promising approach in the social 

sciences as well (and indeed the social sciences throughout the 19
th

 and 20
th

 centuries have often been 

preoccupied with translating their subject matter into natural science). But the problems in the field of social 

reality (sooner, than in applied mathematics) surfaced after a short time. This happened because living systems 

(and in particular second-tier living systems – that is, societies) are inherently at odds with the axiom of A=A. 

The incessant movement that is an essential characteristic of living systems comprises not only motions in 

space and time, and cannot be fully made sense of as a function of increase and decrease, but living systems 

and their constituents are also unstable in terms of their very identity. In any one given moment, it is impossible 

to say if one particular constituent of such a system is functioning as an autonomous unit or as part of the 

system; it is also impossible to say, among other things, to what extent the constituent’s behavior is 

determined by its present, past or future (via the teleological aspects of its behavior). (Natural sciences were 

                                                                 
1
 The paper is a part of the OTKA T 038 287 research.(Research Institute of Sociology, Hungarian Academy of Sciences).  

2
 On symbolism of homes and objects, see Kapitány and Kapitány 1989, 2000b, 2002a; on national symbols and associations 

in everyday life, see: Kapitány and Kapitány 1999, 2002b; on changing world views, changing symbols, see: Kapitány and 
Kapitány 1996, 1998a, 2000a; on symbolism of value systems, see: Kapitány and Kapitány 1983, 1995a, ; on modern 
mythologies, see: Kapitány and Kapitány 2001; on the symbols of power and status, see: Kapitány and Kapitány 1989, 1995; 
on the symbolism of political election campaigns, see: Kapitány and Kapitány 1990c, 1994, 1998b, 2003; on the symbolic 
expression of motivations, see: Kapitány and Kapitány 1993; on methodology of symbol studies, see: Kapitány and Kapitány 
1995b, 2002b. 



●  KAPITÁNY ÁGNES –  KAPITÁNY GÁBOR ●  Did the gods go crazy? ●      

203 

plagued by problems of similar nature in the 20
th

 century, which lends credence to the forecast that the age 

when social sciences took their cues from natural science will be replaced by other times in which social 

sciences could be the catalysts of natural sciences.) As a result, it seems that A=A mathematics is not the 

appropriate approach through which living systems, including society, can be best understood. Instead, in 

dealing with such systems we must deploy another sign system, one which rests on a unit characterized by the 

simultaneous validity of A=A and A≠A. What we call symbols are precisely such units.3 

The term, symbol is used in linguistics to signify the units that human beings use to represent things. Words 

(and to some extent meaningful sounds as well) are symbols insofar as they “mean” something (and, according 

to Peirce’s definition of the symbol, meanings are not immediately available but are prompted by arbitrary 

signs or sets of signs). But words are also symbols because they concurrently refer to a particular phenomenon 

and a group (a class) of similar phenomena (to use the pet example of linguists, they mean “a table” as well as 

“Table”). As a result, linguistic signs remind one of the ambivalence of A=A and A≠A (because a concrete table, 

being a table, is identical to the abstract Table, and, at the same time, the two are different4, since this 

particular specimen does not contain all the possible variants that the general notion comprises)5. In this 

respect, words are symbols and, as symbols, they are tools inherently qualified to express the non-

mathematical relations characteristic of organisms and societies. This feature of language naturally leads to the 

Platonic notion of “idea”; to the emergence of the problem of nominalism versus realism; to the ever recurring 

new versions of the antagonism of objectivity versus subjectivity; and to many other epistemological 

conundrums. But this feature of language also makes it possible for language and its individual constituents to 

express “objective reality” as well as the subjectivities (and also communities as subjectivities) that happen to 

contemplate that reality, and to correlate signs and things in a manner that the signs are able to track the 

transformations taking place in any living thing. When words are signs refer to a thing, they do it in a way that 

allows them, preserving their essential content, to reflect yet unrealized future variants of the thing – the word 

“table” as uttered by the first ancient table-maker can still be understood without difficulty when it refers to 

the most extravagant creation of a contemporary furniture designer. We can still use it to refer to things 

thousands of years apart because that ancient table is at the same time identical to and different from the 

designer table in the symbolic unity of the concept. A=A and A≠A. 

But words are only the point of departure for symbolic representation. What we usually call “symbols” are 

layered on top of words or “primary symbols”. Whenever we use a thing (a mental concept, an object, a living 

being, a human product, a sign – or, more precisely, the mental concept of an object, human product, or living 

                                                                 
3
 It should be stressed that what is at stake here is not contradictory approaches, one represented by mathematics and the 

other by social sciences and the arts. In fact, the advances made by mathematics and natural sciences in the 20
th

 century 
seem to call for the abandoning of traditional categories. The opposition we outline here concerns two ways of making 
sense of the world, two strategies of representation – one of which is rooted in the identity relation of A=A, and is the 
starting point of mathematics and natural sciences, and the other, which is premised on the simultaneous validity of A=A 
and A≠A, is that of the arts. Our thesis is that the latter is also the best starting point for the social sciences. 
4
 The same holds for the general Table: it is identical with the particular tables inasmuch as they are its variants; and it is 

different from particular variants since it ignores their particularities. 
5
 Hockett and Asher’s (1964) interesting hypothesis derives human language from the innovation that made it possible for 

our ancestors to use signs in a dual function: unlike most signs used by animals, they had to express danger and attraction 
at the same time. For example, large animals were at the same time a source of danger, and, as they were potential prey, a 
source of attraction as well. In this view, language, and eventually homo sapiens, emerged out of this intersection of 
antagonistic impulses. It does not matter if (a) the conceptual ambivalence precedes and in fact makes possible the hunt for 
animals of that man used to be prey; or (b) the necessity of such a hunt (because of an ice-age scarcity of food, for example) 
precedes and sparks language into being; or (c) the two are ultimately interdependent – the emerging sign system will be 
based on ambivalence down to its smallest units. 
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being as a sign) as “standing for” another, we resort to symbolic representation. Strictly speaking only such 

“secondary symbols” should be considered (and are in fact considered by semioticians) as symbols. 

Claude Lévi-Strauss wrote “understanding means reducing one type of reality onto another” (1955). And, in 

fact natural scientists do nothing else than describe one kind of reality in terms of another (which is the world 

of the abstract concepts of mathematics in their case). The social sciences, (which always offered arguments of 

a softer, more vulnerable sort than did the “hard” sciences, grounded on mathematics), were relegated to a 

lower rank than natural sciences, precisely because they were unable to arrive at a consensus as to which 

“other type of reality” social phenomena could be reduced to. The types selected to function as the underlying 

reality were constantly replaced by other types: social phenomena have been explained in terms of different 

models in which society was conceived of as a “living organism”; as the manifestation of a set of laws inherent 

in the ideas entertained by the community; as a “fight for survival”; as a function of the mode of production 

and ownership relations; and so on. Countless underlying realities have been produced, and in spite of the 

occasional warnings of some scholars, only a few realized that these separate worlds to which social 

phenomena were reduced constituted but alternating types belonging to a “wider category” similar to 

mathematics as an all-embracing and uniform “other type of reality”: the symbolic representation of reality, the 

representation of reality through symbols. 

In the case of “secondary” symbolic representation, a metaphoric and/or metonymic connection between a 

signifier and a signified is established. This connection functions to recreate the simultaneity of identity and 

difference between two or more entities that have already been designated through primary symbols. While 

primary symbolic representation – the system constituted by the terms of the language – serves to represent 

the identity/non-identity nature of that part of reality that is independent of human beings, in secondary 

symbolic representation it is the “secondary” system of “social” patterns (which is also based on simultaneous 

identity and non-identity), that finds a way to be expressed. Primary symbols (words) describe a world given to 

man but existing independently of him (a concept of a rock would be impossible without humans, but rocks 

exist independently of humans; only human beings can understand the word “rock”, but they can experience 

the word’s meaning without resorting to social concepts). Secondary symbols (symbols taken in the narrow 

sense of the word) involve social concepts. When Jesus calls the fisherman Simon “petrus”, a rock, he likens 

him to a rock and, by the same stroke, invests the rock with social significance, because symbols work both 

ways (let’s ignore the fact that Jesus was presumably not the first one to employ this metaphor). As it has often 

been observed, secondary symbols (and hereafter we will only mean that when we refer to symbols) only carry 

meanings for a smaller or larger community of human beings. They serve to connect those who can interpret 

them as symbols. (Once again, users of symbols we can see A=A and A≠A both with regard to ourselves and the 

symbol: on the one hand, Simon Peter is a “rock”6 and is not a rock; and the rock is and is not Simon Peter; on 

the other hand, I am part of the community using and understanding this symbol and, as such, I am identical to 

myself as “a member of the Christian civilization”; but as an individual different from any other individual, I do 

not completely fit that identity.) To use a slightly old fashioned term, symbols represent the “dialectic” nature 

of the world, and in particular of social reality, in the simultaneity of identity and difference.7 

                                                                 
6
 Quotation marks are often used to signify that a connection or a conceptual identity relation are meant symbolically. 

7
 Since the term “dialectics” have been used in philosophical discourses and everyday speech in a number of 

different senses, it should be noted here that what we mean by it is the simultaneous validity of A=A and A≠A – 
that nature of things in which they are identical to themselves and different from themselves. This is not simply 
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As we saw in the case of primary symbols, symbols have an essential feature that is not available in 

mathematics but that is fundamental in the generation of secondary symbols: they are always open to new 

interpretations. What “hard” sciences usually blame “soft” sciences for, namely their “subjectivity”, is actually 

their “virtue”. This is what makes social sciences capable of describing living systems (and particularly their 

main subject: culture) as they are – caught up in the dialectics of subjectivity and objectivity, presence and 

absence, partness and wholeness. Arts do the same, but they “apply” symbols instead of analyzing them. The 

infinite openness of symbols, is the reason why Shakespeare can still mean something to us four hundred years 

after he wrote his plays. The ways in which he made sense of the connection between the signifiers and 

signifieds of his symbols are evidently different from our ways, but by establishing a symbolic link, he made it 

possible for any current or future reader of his plays to reinterpret that connection. When Richard III woos Lady 

Anne, the concrete action becomes the symbolic expression of the general term of “verbalized cruelty”, and, 

thus, it is turned into a blueprint, potentially containing future readings of similar experiences. No wonder 

Shakespeare’s play has been used to depict a range of things from the extremes of individualism, through 

fascism or Stalinism, to the manipulatory techniques of consumer society. And it can be taken for granted that 

the line of readings will continue as long as the symbol is fed by actual experience.8 

With symbols ever open to new readings, if the social sciences would like to consider them as the basic 

component of their own scientific endeavors, they must first admit to the openness of symbols. Abandoning 

the Popperian (1972) dogma of refutability (“falsification”) as the criterion of scientificity is only one 

implication; the other is the acknowledgement of the fact that the propositions of the social sciences are 

always only readings. However, these readings are not less valid than the laws of natural science, but in fact, as 

an extra, include subjectivity compared to the natural sciences.9 When progress is made in the natural sciences, 

earlier laws are refuted or their scope becomes more limited. In contrast, the propositions made by social 

scientists have limited relevance per se, and the scope of a well-chosen symbol will grow larger by the 

“addition” of new readings. Social Darwinist, Marxist, positivist, Geisteswissenschaftlich, structuralist, 

semiotical, game theoretical, systems theoretical or chaos theoretical (etc) readings of culture do not 

contradict one another, but, from the point of view of a symbol-based approach, they form aggregates. In fact, 

social scientists will get out of touch with the realities of the culture that they intend to describe if they come 

                                                                                                                                                                                                        

“the dialectics of particular and general” (which is the case of first-tier symbols, i.e. words), but it accompanies 
every kind of motion, and is the cause of paradoxes one of which has been explored by Zeno in his famous 
aporia about the arrow that is here and not here at the same time. But the dialectics taken in the sense of A=A 
and A≠A can assume many forms: the dialectics between polar opposites, part and whole, dependence and 
independence, the synchronic and the diachronic, and so on. The constant flux of things, the unceasing 
transitions from one state to another is only part of the issue; the point is that all such properties are present in 
the thing at the same time. We argue that symbols, rather than numbers, are the most adequate means to 
represent this sort of dialectics. However, human beings need both of these complementary tools – symbols 
and numbers – in their efforts to cope with the world. 
8
 So it is not only the case (as is the case with primary or linguistic signs) that the general, precisely by virtue of it being 

general, contains the potentialities of every particular, but also that (secondary) symbols, due to their potentially infinite 
range of meaning, encompass unrealized phenomena in advance. (In this view, nominalist and realist scholars were both 
right, only they did not speak about exactly the same thing.) 
9
 This approach was always present in the social sciences and the fashion for hermeneutics made it only stronger. But, 

because the notions of “scientificity” remained anchored in the realm of the natural sciences, it has proved impossible to 
eliminate the feeling of inferiority of the social scientists who relied on the hermeneutical approach or some other “soft” 
method, and/or eliminate the epistemological skepticism and the validity deficit concerning arguments that were branded 
as subjectivist. Nor has it been possible to get rid of the aspiration to make the individual social sciences in some way 
congruous with the criteria of scientificity as defined in the field of natural sciences. 
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to believe that their reading is the only valid reading (or that it is more valid than others), if they shut 

themselves off from other readings, and the simultaneity of their relevance. Social theories characteristically 

select a limited number of meanings from the wide and open field of meanings attached to symbolic units 

created through the interaction of individuals, groups, and cultures, and by using these special meanings to 

explain a wide range of social facts. But soon enough, another theory is bound to emerge, claiming that the 

reading it offers has a higher degree of relevance than the previous reading. Of course, theories are different 

with regard to the width of their scope, so certain readings will become more popular and useful than others. 

However, even in this case the relativity of their validity remains granted. Theories of social sciences fighting 

for hegemony is only a sign of the immaturity of these sciences. The social sciences will come of age when they 

have accepted that, while observing the traditional rules of rational argumentation and debate, their science 

needs a synthesis of readings – because their subject matter, human culture, is also rooted in the infinite 

openness of symbolic meanings. 

2. SYMBOLS AND EMERGENCE 

Although this paper does not concern itself with the relevance of symbolic representation for the social 

sciences, but rather with the role played by the process of symbolic representation in “emergence” (and vice 

versa), the above introduction was nonetheless necessary in order to clarify our concept of the symbol. From 

what have been said it is perhaps clear that we think symbolic representation plays a crucial role in emergence. 

If we construe “emergent properties [as] effects that are not sums of the effects of each causal conjunct” (Mill 

1843: 428), then the coming to being of each symbol, and in fact of each reading of each symbol, is an instance 

of emergence. Insofar as recent definitions of emergence relate the concept to adaptable systems or to 

systems aiming to bring some of their external conditions under control, they, on the one hand, converge to 

definitions of what living systems are (even though we know that the concept of emergence as used by such 

investigators primarily concerns AI research); and, on the other hand, they are bound to arrive at the 

conclusion that flexible adaptation, let alone the control over external conditions, presuppose an organization 

based on the simultaneous validity of A=A and A≠A; that is they, imply that symbols could be more adequately 

used to represent such systems than numbers. 

We argue that emergence in culture takes place (among other ways) through the coming-into-being, 

transformation, and exchange of symbols – that is, to quote Sorokin, “the mental integration of meanings [and 

this precisely is symbolization] is the first step in the emergence of any absolutely and relatively new system” 

(Sorokin 1962: IV/63) – and that the process of symbolic representation is always emergent. To use a 

somewhat extravagant formulation, we could say that symbols and symbolic phenomena are systems that, in 

each of their successive states, contain constituents that cannot be derived from the previous state of the 

system because as systems they potentially contain everything that they are not. This holds not exclusively for 

symbols, but also for society (were it otherwise, we would not be able to use the symbol as the basic unit of 

social research), presumably for any organism, and, we can suspect since Gödel, for the physical universe as 

well. 

But it is time to continue the discussion at a less abstract level. In what follows, we will try to shore up the 

above argument using illustrations from a specific field of symbolic representation, the symbolism of artifacts, 

and we will attempt to derive some general properties of emergence from particular examples. 
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3. THE GODS MUST BE CRAZY – A FILM WITH A LESSON 

Now we can reveal why we titled this paper using an obviously attention-seeking and un-academic phrase. The 

Gods Must Be Crazy is the title of a series of feature films by South African-born director Jamie Uys. The first 

film in the series has a scene that, among other things, can trigger ideas about what objects and emergence 

have to do with one another. In this scene, which is at the very beginning of the film, a pilot flying over Africa 

tosses a bottle of Coke out of the cockpit’s window, which falls and hits a Bushman on the head.10 The 

Bushman, who belongs to a tribe that lives secluded from civilization, cannot help believing that the 

Unidentified Flying Object came from the gods. Gifts of gods are usually useful, and so is the Coke bottle, at 

least initially. As if they were performing psychological tests of creativity in which examinees are asked to find 

out novel and unusual usages of conventional artifacts, the members of the tribe use the bottle as if it were a 

vessel, a hammer, a musical instrument, a ball, a compass, and then they use it as a component in more 

complex, machine-like devices. But as times goes on, the Unidentified Object begins to be encumbered with 

negative social associations; it becomes the object of strife and, finally, it is turned into a weapon. Once a gift 

of the gods, now a potential destroyer of a society portrayed as idyllic. And then the protagonist Bushman sets 

out to return to the gods what proved to be a harmful and meaningless present…  

But, instead of this introduction, we could have said this: 

Suppose, for the sake of an easy departure, that objects pop up out of nothing. An object comes into being and 

soon it becomes an object of human concern, when, and because, uses are attributed to it. Objects are called 

as such because they are the objects of human activity. In this respect, uses can include such abstract functions 

as ornamentation, the inducement of pleasure, the conferral of prestige, etc. Uses have proliferated 

throughout the history of the human race (though, of course, not gradually, since objects could be used in 

unchanged ways for thousands of years), and as the objects acquire new uses, the range of associations we 

attach to them are broadened. Beside the proliferation of uses, objects begin to interact with society and 

transform social relations and, in the course of this process, they acquire new associations again. But 

interacting with society, they also become symbols – symbols of the social relations they help to transform, and 

of those that transform them as useful objects. The resultant symbolism of objects contains the associations 

relating to the properties of the objects, as well as the associations emerging due to the proliferation of uses, 

due to the transformation of the society in which the object is embedded. 

The film that was mentioned can be read as an illustration of the same course of events. The object, which 

appears out of the blue, is first endowed with notions of a miraculous, god-given origin; then positive 

associations of use are attached to it; later on, as a result of its uniqueness (which makes it potentially 

monopolizable), it becomes a status symbol; and finally it changes into the depository of negative symbolism 

occasioned by a range of human conflicts motivated by the desire to possess it. In the end, the object becomes 

a social symbol, and, under the circumstances, a negative one at that. The plot of this rather didactic film is, 

among other things, a portrayal (a symbol) of “progress” – the progress of the world of objects and of society. 

                                                                 
10

 The wordplay in the Hungarian title of the film sparks off a range of meanings. “Must be crazy” is rendered in Hungarian 
as Fejükre estek, which literally translates as “they fell on their (own) heads.” The phrase is idiomatically used to signify 
someone stupid, and derives from the belief that an injury to the head, particularly if somebody was dropped as a baby, 
might cause mental retardation. The Bushman calls the gods crazy, imbecile because they gave him a stupid gift. But since 
the Coke bottle hits his head, with a clever turn the Bushman, who stands for the human race here, is linked with the gods 
in a relationship of identity and difference. We leave it to the reader to follow up a multiplicity of implications. 
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And the moment when the protagonist eventually realizes that all this progress led to something “evil”, (when 

we become cognizant of the problems in our world and start to reflect on our society and on progress), is also 

part of progress. No matter how didactic the film is, its symbolism, as any genuinely symbolic portrayal, has 

many layers. First, it is obviously emblematic of the encounter of civilizations, and, while it portrays the 

untainted life of the Bushman tribe as idyllic, its symbolism is imbued with a sense of cultural superiority. 

Viewers watch the burlesque of the simple-minded Bushman from the point of view of “civilized” people, 

flattered by the suggestion that those whom the Bushman call “gods” are in fact the people who are watching 

the film in the auditorium – the members of “white” civilization. Second, the film also sends the clear message 

that Western civilization is destructive insofar as it pursues absurd, meaningless ends that are harmful to life. 

The Coke bottle is thus at the same time a symbol of the “superiority” and the “malignancy” of the civilization it 

belongs to, and as such it joins that group of somewhat overused symbolic objects of the late 20
th

 century to 

which McDonald’s hamburgers or mobile phones belong. (Incidentally, the symbolic role Coca-Cola plays in 

Eastern Europe, and actually in the whole of Europe, is not much different from the double role the bottle 

performs in the land of the Bushman.) However, our preferred reading has been a third one: we have 

construed the film as the symbolic portrayal of the role of objects – their coming-into-being and their 

acquisition of new uses and of symbolic features. What lends support to this reading is our premise that the 

objectively untenable assumption that objects pop out of nothing, is in fact in harmony with the experiences of 

a growing number of people. In our age, when objects seem to multiply daily, the overwhelming majority of 

people play no role at all in their creation. Objects are made for us by others, and they are made in ways and 

places unknown to us. From computers to air conditioners to the latest gadget, our objects seem to be little 

less than ready-made gifts from the gods. 

Thus, the world of our objects seems to be emergent to a great extent. But is it? For objects, of course, do not 

just come from nothing and are not the gifts from the gods. 

1. Some component features of emergence and symbolic representation  

Consider the Coke bottle once again. 

1. To describe the present form of the Coke bottle as an instance of emergence seems to be an exaggeration. 

Glass vessels used for holding liquids have been around for thousands of years, and containers made from 

other materials for much longer. Although Coca-Cola might well have been the first ever to produce this shape 

of glass bottle, this makes no difference from our point of view, because glass bottles have been made in a 

virtually infinite number of shapes, and it is purely coincidental whether or not one possible member in the 

series of variations actually appears in reality – what matters is that any potential member of the series follows 

from its antecedents. Nonetheless, the series had a first member. Not being primatologists, we can only 

hypothesize that the very first step might have been made when man created the first vessel, modeling it on 

the shapes he found freely about in nature (hollow trees, dented stones, nests, etc.), and which could be used 

for holding food, water, or other things. (One current assumption is that clay bowls derive from cup-shape 

plants and circular woven baskets.) Whatever the case may be, the process was triggered by proto-humans 

making something, instead of the tool they found ready-made in nature. This was a genuine moment of 

emergence. Even if the shape mimicked the shapes found in nature, it did not follow from its precedents. 

Supposing what happened was that hominids kept following with their fingers the curvatures of a found shape 

(this mode of observing objects has been recorded with primates) until the movement became imprinted as it 
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were and, all of a sudden, it clicked with them that the shape could be manually made – this was a moment of 

emergence. 

Whether or not the first bowl came into being in this way, we can safely generalize from the example by saying 

that the “tool-making turn” consisted in the deliberate coordination of bodily movement in order that a 

physical object be produced. While it can be argued whether or not humans are the only tool-making animals, 

it is difficult not to see that human tool-making was an event that could not be derived from its precedents: the 

first tool maker triggered an infinite sequence of deliberate co-ordinations of bodily movement in order to 

produce physical objects. In this view, a crucial moment of emergence (taken in Polanyi’s sense as a system’s 

assimilating the elements of its environment while retaining its self-identity) happens when the system (a 

human being in our case) reclassifies the elements of the environment as elements of its own set of properties. 

The circular shape observed is reclassified as the capacity to form circular shapes – the general activity 

potential of the system and the phenomenon observed act together to produce an emergent – a novel form of 

activity that does not follow from any antecedent activity. 

2. If we now continue to track the long process that led to the Coke bottle, the next leap comes when users 

realize that different shapes of vessels have different functions. Aesop’s fable of the fox and the stork is a 

written testimony of this leap. The moral of the fable – in which the stork is unable to eat the soup that the fox 

serves from a shallow dish, and the fox, invited for a return dinner, is unable to lap up whatever the stork offers 

in a long-necked jar with a narrow mouth – is not only about differences of physiology, nor is it a lesson only 

about otherness in general. It is also a caricature of a past when man had not yet realized the functionality of 

different shapes of objects. (And, of course, it teaches children this functionality.) The leap, which signifies a 

radical departure from the continuous build-up of experiences, consists in “abstraction” – in the realization 

that experiences share certain essential characteristics that can be abstracted (and portrayed, as is done in the 

fable through the opposition of the shallow plate and the long-necked bottle). This seems to be another crucial 

law of emergence: the system assimilates its environment by defining the essential feature of functionality (as 

seen from the system’s point of view) and fixing it in a (symbolic) form (or a formal binary opposition). 

The two facets of emergence mentioned so far can be considered as two sides of the same process. On the one 

hand, an external form is translated into an activity and, on the other hand, the experiences deriving from the 

activity are condensed and abstracted, in symbolic forms. Moreover, this two-pronged process pertains to 

symbolic representation as much as to emergence. The process of symbolic representation displays the same 

dialectics insofar as it connects a relatively external (objective) element with an active internal (subjective) 

element in a way that the resultant symbol never ceases to remain an opportunity for the transition from the 

external to the internal and vice versa, and opens the possibility of experiencing the simultaneity of identity 

and difference – it is a portrayal of the nature of reality as A=A and A≠A. 

3. Clay vessels are older than the glass objects. But sooner or later glass bottles appeared, and this 

transformation led to the next step in the social history of the Coke bottle. Did the arrival of glass bottles of 

Coke constitute an instance of emergence? We noted before that objects come in series of variations and new 

variations follow from previous members in the series. So a different color, shape or material does not signify a 

radically new departure in most of the cases. In some cases, however, the alteration of only one of the 

component features seems to be revolutionary. How is this possible? Since anything can acquire a symbolic 

nature, the smallest difference has the “potential” to acquire a symbolic meaning and thus become significant. 
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Which feature becomes symbolic depends to a great extent on the community that creates and uses the 

symbols. As societies change, its symbols change too – the meaning and significance of the symbols transform. 

If we consider materials, for example, we can see how the meaning of plastic has undergone spectacular 

changes over the past few decades. In the modernist 1950s and 1960s, plastic was held in great esteem: nylon 

stockings were more expensive than silk pairs, period wooden furniture was replaced by plastic sets, clothes 

labels proudly stated high percentages of synthetic materials, and sci-fi stories offered the attractive prospect 

of (plastic) pills thrilling palates with the tastes of steak or strawberry pie. But when technological development 

became synonymous with the destruction of the environment for the New Age people of the 1980s and 1990s, 

plastics became suspicious: architects once again grew fond of “natural” materials, labels now attracted 

customers by indicating high percentages (preferably 100%) of wool, cotton or silk; and artificial materials in 

food (artificial colors, additives, fertilizers used to help plant growth, etc.) became bywords for poison. But a 

revival of modernist tastes at the very end of the 20th century seems to swing the pendulum in the other 

direction again… In this case, the significance (and meaning) of the material used for making an object depends 

on the socio-cultural context (and on the factors that determine it). The shifts in the perception of plastic could 

be essentially derived from the perception of science in 20th century culture. But there are cases, when the 

material itself triggers processes that cannot be derived from preceding patterns however complex they may 

be. The appearance of iron tools at the end of the Bronze Age was one such example.11 Historians use material 

designations to indicate the change partly because bronze and iron tools quite literally fought for superiority, 

and the fight ended with the victory of iron weapons and tools. Why was this change fundamentally different 

from other changes in material? Why was it emergent? Arguably, the makers of iron weapons continued a 

series, only they produced the same weapons from iron instead of bronze. The genuinely novel element in this 

case lay not in societal factors but in the properties of the material itself. (But of course the recognition of 

these properties and abstracting them depends on human beings, as did the recognition and abstraction of the 

bottle shape.) The essential feature of weapons is the degree of their sharpness, strength, and durability. Iron 

defeats bronze in this respect – it is particularly adaptable for the purpose intended. Note that we arrived at a 

new turn. The new material gives rise to a new system: while iron weapons used to be created as elements of 

the system of weapons (i.e. the material was a sub-category within the wider class of tools, in this case 

weapons), “ironness” now became the organizing principle (and iron weapons became a sub-category). 

Particular adaptability for an intended purpose turned the properties of the material into the organizing 

principle of an emerging system. Emergence occurred when a subordinate property in the system 

metamorphosed into the regulating property of another system. What makes properties capable of such 

miraculous transformations in human culture is the “symbol”. As symbols can show any element of a system 

(and in fact of the world) to be part and whole at the same time, part and whole can metamorphose into one 

another any time. 

4. Coke bottles are hermetically sealed (as are Coca-Cola cans). Airtight packaging is undoubtedly a major 

innovation in the long-term storage of foods and beverages. But does it count as emergence? Was it a step 

forward that did not follow from what preceded it? It seems certain, that this was not the case with regard to 

the Coke bottle – former experience in sealing food in an airtight way made the step to apply the technology to 

Coke evident. Therefore, this feature of any bottle of Coke offers no lessons with respect to emergence, if not 

the meager conclusion that not all innovations are emergent. 

                                                                 
11

 The appearance of plastics was similar from this respect. 
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5. It is perhaps more rewarding to consider the feature that we rely on to identify Coke bottles. Although we 

found before that a particular shape is only a contingent factor, this holds only from a certain point of view. 

Coca-Cola bottles are difficult to mistake for other bottles (and especially for Pepsi bottles). When in the course 

of the development of modern consumer society (and probably in earlier instances of market economies as 

well) products begin to be associated with particular producers and/or distributors, and give rise to “brands”, 

the specific shape (color, material, etc.) making producer A’s product different from the similar product of B 

acquires, or can acquire, special significance. In this entirely new context, as the firm and the product merge in 

a symbol, the shape of the product signifies itself (A=A) and the company (A≠A). But in the realm of meaning, 

one thing becomes what it is by its non-identity. The individuality, the self-identity of the Coke bottle as 

enshrined in its shape denotes and exhibits something that has nothing to do with bottles: an organization, a 

success story, a “feeling”, and a lifestyle associated with the brand. And since it has to evoke all these senses, 

the individual form, the shape that cannot be mistaken for any other shape, becomes significant. (And each 

specimen of the type must then have the same shape.) This meaning emerges unpredictably, and what 

happens is, in fact, the counterpart of what we have seen to occur in the example of iron weapons. Whereas in 

the case of iron weapons a part suddenly appeared as a whole, here “an entire system” – the production, 

distribution, and consumption of Coca-Cola, and perhaps the American way of life as such – is encapsulated in 

the meaning field of one of its constituent parts – a whole world in a bottle of Coke. But parallel to the 

part/whole dialectics, there is something else: the degree of individuality of a feature (in our case this feature is 

the shape of the Coke bottle) dramatically increases. Both facets of the change can be considered to count as 

general characteristics of emergence. 

6. The Coke bottle that appeared in Uys’s film had a further active layer of meaning. The Coca-Cola Company is 

one of many US companies. In the context of the US domestic market, its flagship product denotes little more 

than itself vis-à-vis other products and cola drinks. But when Coke, along with other iconic US goods, are 

exported, the “encounter of cultures” imbues them with new associations insofar as they begins to act as 

representatives of the culture where they originated. (Which particular products will attain a similar iconic 

status depends on the success of the product; on how far the product’s features as well as the features of the 

image marketing specialists attach to it, harmonize with the general image of the originator culture;12 and last 

but not least, on the overlap of the sales initiative and the economic/political expansion of the exporting 

culture.) Cinema-goers automatically decode the symbolism of the Coke bottle in this context: the bottle 

thrown from the airplane into the desert is a symbol of Western civilization and of cultural colonialism. And it is 

in this context that the connotations of the Coke bottle become ambivalent, reflecting the ambivalence of the 

relationship between technologically (and economically) advanced and less-advanced civilizations – on the one 

hand, the widespread distrust of the colonizer’s culture on account of its acculturating impact, and, on the 

other hand, the admiration for the great achievements of progress. (This set of associations is portrayed in a 

Hungarian musical, where in one self-ironic scene young Hungarian beatniks gathering for a party in the 1960s 

unwrap with awe the parcel that contains a bottle of Coke that had been smuggled through the Iron Curtain, 

and that they see as an envoy of the Free World. The same symbolism is exploited in an absurdly funny way in 

a Hungarian film, when youngsters of the same period, knowing little but believing too much about Coca-Cola, 

confuse a newly received bottle of Coke with narcotics and manage to get high on the innocuous drink with a 

                                                                 
12

 Note how both Coca-Cola and Pepsico work hard to bring about the harmony between Americanness and what their 
product symbolically represents. Even as they emphasize the global nature of their products by showing, in commercials, 
people of different racial backgrounds drinking them, the visuals make an effort to attach the symbols of multiculturalism 
with household concepts of America, American notions of freedom, and “the American way of life”. 
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little help of auto-suggestion.) We can generalize from this last (?) step in the evolution of the symbolism of the 

Coke bottle by saying that what happens when two separate systems come into contact is not only that their 

elements blend, or that one system conquers the other (by assimilating its constituents or reclassifying them as 

its own), but also that the interrelationship itself acquires symbolic significance and penetrates the constituents 

of each system. On the level of the process of symbolic representation this means that the paradox of A=A and 

A≠A is established not just by the system (A) intermingling with something that it is not (≠A); and not just by 

the parts being identical to and different from the whole of which they are parts; the paradox of the symbol is 

also constituted by the relation itself being projected into “each constituent part” of the two systems. 

Therefore, the contact sparks an emergent relational property that is a property of none of the individual 

systems when taken separately. The symbolism of the Coke bottle will contain features pertaining to the 

relation between Western civilization and native peoples, or to the relation between the “Free World” and 

Communism. Consequently, the meaning of Western civilization will shift as well, inasmuch as it will begin to 

mean That Which Relates So And So to Native Peoples and That Which Relates So And So as to Communism, as 

well as meaning itself.13 And since every conceivable relationship is by necessity a condensed form of A=A and 

A≠A, the process in which the relationship penetrates the constituents of the systems only amplifies the 

constituents’ basic ambivalence of A=A and A≠A. 

1. A few further examples 

Let us leave our Coke bottle for a moment and look at a few other examples, primarily from the field of the 

symbolism of objects. During the 1990s, as part of a series of studies in search for the world views of the era, 

we found that Asian culture also had a striking effect on Hungarian society. It is not worth going into the details 

of the reasons for this, as the kinship between the rise of the political and/or economic importance of a culture 

and the expansion of certain elements of that culture is self-evident (and endlessly analyzed); it is also widely 

accepted that cultures at times (and especially at times when they reach a point of exhaustion) tend to seek 

inspiration from the impact of cultures built on values far removed from their own basic values or axioms of 

perception. We will not elaborate on the various manifestations of the impact of Asian culture (at any rate, it is 

only possible to talk about significant cultural impacts if the same trend shows up in different areas of life). 

Asian influences can be traced in various spheres of life: they become manifest in the inflow of Asian 

decorative objects and a rise in demand for these objects; in the vogue for Asian home design (Japanese room 

partitioning, futons, tatamis, ikebana, bonsai, incense, wind chimes, rice-paper lampshades and Chinese 

lanterns) and for Asian home design philosophy (Feng Shui); in the impacts of Eastern landscape gardening and 

in a preference for certain clothing items (saris, kimonos) and materials (such as batik textiles); in Asian cooking 

sweeping into the country (reflected in the growing number of Chinese, Thai, Indian, etc. restaurants and the 

selection at food stores, as well as in otherwise conservative Hungarian households welcoming Eastern spices 

and food specialties to their everyday menu); in the triumph of Eastern martial arts and mind-body disciplines 

(judo, karate, kung-fu, thai-boxing, jujitsu, aikido, tae kwon do, kendo, and yoga or t’ai chi); in the integration 

of Asian healing methods (acupuncture, acupressure, iris diagnostics, Ayurvedic medicine, moxa treatment, 

etc.) into health culture; in the rising popularity of some products of the Eastern film industry and visual culture 

(samurai-western, manga, anime, kung-fu films from Hongkong, Chinese and Japanese art films); in the 18-19th 

                                                                 
13

 But of course the systems of Native Peoples or Communism, on the other end of the relationship, will also shift to mean 
That Which Relates So and So to Western Civilization/the Free World, as well as themselves; and the shift will take place in 
each constituent of the systems. 
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century Japanese painting school (mainly Hokusai) becoming a part of general knowledge; in the increased 

attention on some modern Indian, Japanese and Chinese writers; in the popularity of courses teaching Eastern 

music and dance; and last, but not least, in increased enthusiasm for Eastern philosophies and religions behind 

all these trends (Buddhism, Taoism, Vedic Brahmanism, Krishnaism). This fashion of Asian culture can be a 

temporary phenomenon (to be replaced by other similar fashions later on)
14

 or a more permanent one, that 

continues to grow as the role of Asian countries increases in the world; it could lay down the foundations of a 

synthesis, where a mixture of “Western” and “Eastern” civilizations is created, leaving room for new 

combinations again and again. From our point of view, it is the changes within this Asia-cult seen around the 

turn of the millennium that are most intriguing. For example, the impact of the Orient was coupled with a taste 

in interior design and decoration in the 1980s and 1990s, in which objects from Asia and from other cultures 

virtually inundated homes in some kind of picturesque profusion. (The crowded interiors were not only a 

consequence of the fact that the average size of homes could not keep up with the proliferation of objects in 

consumer society, but were to a large extent a result of the fact that postmodernism brought with it a neo-

baroque taste, that began to replace the constructivist modernism of the 1960s in many segments of life). The 

1990s, and particularly the second half of the decade created its own “minimalist” art to defend itself against 

this neo-baroque sense of taste. Interestingly, both the postmodern neo-baroque and the new modern 

minimalism found an inspiration in Asia; so in fact the turn in the sense of taste was palpable within the Asia-

cult itself. (Both movements could draw on Asian examples, as the sophisticated splendor of Chinese and 

Indian palaces and the exotic exuberance of Asian gardens and forests were just as “Asian” as the minimalism 

of Japanese home interiors and Zen gardens). Thus, both movements could say that their own views 

represented the “real Asia”. This is an example of the same phenomenon that we saw in the changes in the 

functions of the Coke bottle: the object (as an element of culture) potentially encompasses many layers of 

meaning (characteristics), with one, then the other becoming more dominant. The shift among these layers is 

not entirely predictable (it does not follow from the precedents). Although it is quite certain that one trend is 

followed by a counter-trend, that thesis is followed by antithesis, but what “direction” the change would take is 

only precisely seen in hindsight. At this point it is clear that a trend of crowded interiors has been replaced by a 

penchant for emptiness, but many other ways would have been possible for overturning the themes of the 

1980s and early 1990s – many other oppositions or pairs of attributes could have shaped events. Thus, 

emergence is not where the opposite of a trend emerges (a mechanical pendulum movement between polar 

opposites could be an integral part of a system),
15

 but rather it is in the way in which the negation of what was 

there before finds a direction. (This could even be a result of a conscious choice: “we’ve had enough of this 

congestion, let’s follow a minimalist trend next year!” – but this conscious choice does not follow from the 

antecedents, because things could have moved in many other directions at the moment of intuition when the 

choice was made). 

If we examine these changes from the point of view of the entire system, it is clear that a change which affects 

the whole system will redefine and alter the meaning of its components. Society as a whole will change and as a 

consequence, the key or the organizational rule to what holds the system of components together within the 

concept of “Asian-ness” will change as well, and this will, in turn, alter the meaning of the individual 

components. If however, we look at this type of change from the point of view of the components, we can 
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 For example, there has been a notable rise, though not on the same scale, of a kind of Africa-cult in the past few years. 
15

 Thus we may create a system that would automatically generate the opposite of every one of its elements, based on an 
internal rule, and then each step which negates the previous could be derived from the previous steps. 
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determine that this is a transformation between part and whole, similar to what happened in the case of iron 

weapons we discussed earlier: a former part-feature (e.g., Japanese minimalism in the case of the Asia-cult) will 

emerge and become one of the pillars of a new system (the vogue of minimalism). On the other hand, we can 

also conclude that since symbols are made up of a whole and its parts permeating each other, thus the change 

will work both ways: the change of the whole will transform the meaning of the components, and this can 

occur in no other way but through the change of the constituents. It is precisely at the level of the component 

where change first occurs – people start using certain elements in a different way, but they do this because 

unconsciously they are able to anticipate the direction of change in the whole system, through experiencing 

things in a symbolic way (which is possible due to the fact that cultures are made up of symbolic structures, as 

we have pointed out in our introduction). In this respect, we may justifiably refer to the analogy so often used 

in describing this kind of change, that the genetic structure of an organism is such that it is able to give its 

components the ability to “act” – if not always and unfailingly – in line with the needs of the whole organism. 

This does not mean that the agents are aware of the significance of these changes: sometimes a new thing 

occurs without any intention of making a change, and then the implications of this change may challenge the 

entire former system.
16

 

Research on the symbolism of objects has uncovered other aspects that can be useful in the study of 

emergence. Our next example is the television set as a symbolic object. At the time of the first experimental 

broadcast in Hungary, a privileged few were owners of sets with 10x10cm screens, that were hidden behind 

curtains. The set – a true laterna magica – projected a sense of mystery and magic, and the curtains referred 

not only to exclusivity, but also to the previous form of the moving image – the cinema. (And the cinema with 

its seats and curtains referred back to its forerunner, the theatre and its imagery.) However, the television set 

soon parted with these references, and its revolutionary character, which consisted in bringing the public 

sphere right into people’s homes, and making it subordinate to the home in many respects (which the cinema 

did not do), became apparent. In this way, the television set created an intimate relationship between the 

private and public spheres, whereby it subordinated the private sphere to the public (once again), as is known 

to have happened – albeit in very different way – with everyday church practices in the Middle Ages. It is not 

by chance that the TV set took on the functions of a “sacred object”: initially this was strengthened by the fact 

that only a few people had sets and the neighbors often joined them to watch programs. For these viewers, the 

television (and the opinions it broadcast) possessed the oracular authority of a priest giving a sermon. Later, 

the group of viewers split up to form smaller groups, and gradually the typical viewer-group was reduced first 

                                                                 
16

 One of the most fruitful areas of study in emergent social change is the analysis of “scandals” with far-reaching impacts. 
Such scandals (e.g. the Hernani controversy, the first exhibition of impressionist painters, or the enthusiasm and the 
repugnance with which the Beatles were received) were the side-effects of the emergence of some new phenomenon 
(surrounded by a strong symbolic field), where the unexpectedness of the event had a shocking effect. Emergent 
phenomena shock people in a negative sense and signal danger; something that cannot derive from what was there before 
may endanger the whole of the former familiar life-world. This is why people make efforts to “anchor” new components. 
However, the other side-effect of shock, a feeling of liberation and euphoria, shows that people need such changes very 
much. Not only because fossilised social forms that are unyielding to change are self-limiting, but basically because it is at 
the heart of all living systems to enter into interaction with their environment, for which it is necessary to encounter 
external-foreign elements, new impulses. The frenzy experienced at meeting such impulses is similar to what any living 
creature feels on obtaining a new kind of nourishment. Such new “nourishment” appears day after day, and to continue 
with the metaphor, when conflicting groups meet in a scandal, the enthusiasm demonstrated by the enthusiastic party is in 
this respect much like the pleasure felt at finding some very special nourishment or one found after a long period of 
starvation. This is what we described in the introductory passages of this paper as the simultaneous feelings of “watch out, 
danger!” and “let’s go, there is food!”, as a vital impetus to becoming human. This kind of synchronicity/dualism emerges 
again and again in a social environment. 
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to the nuclear family, and then to the lonely individual. During this process, the television set retained its 

“sacred” role for a while, signaled by the fact that it was usually placed in a position equivalent to the “sacred 

corner” of old peasant houses, and was covered with a lace embroidery or given some other, highly 

respectable treatment (often it was in the very place of the “sacred corner”). Even the appearance of 

alternative channels could not shake this sacred and oracular feel, only made it pluralized. The sacred status of 

the box only disappeared when the increase of the number of sets in the home made the television set 

function as personal property that everyone could use to their own comfort, and when the sets appeared in 

new spatial contexts (in the bathroom, kitchen, children’s room, garage, etc.) where it was not television that 

dominated space but television became a background to the main functions of that space. On top of this, these 

new places were often the less prestigious locations in the home, and if an object was placed in such a space, it 

usually led to a loss of prestige. All these changes were in fact the result of a rise in the number of television 

sets. It is undoubtedly clear that a process of “downward causation” – the effects of the changes of the system 

as a whole – also contributed to these meaning shifts. (If no such change had occurred, the use of television 

sets would have taken a different path.) However, in this case it was mainly the proliferation of TV sets that 

triggered the shift – the quantitative change reduced prestige that had been guaranteed by the privileged 

nature of the object, and at the same time it led to a multiplication of functions, that became shared between 

a number of sets).
17

 However, a rise in numbers cannot in itself be seen as an emergent process. Emergence 

occurs when quantitative growth reaches a “critical mass” and flips over to a change in quality – the time when 

such a transformation occurs cannot be derived from the previous states of the system. And once again, the 

source for this transformation lies not in the units of a system that is best grasped by the tools and methods of 

mathematics, but at the symbolic core of culture – and the possibility of transformation is a salient feature of 

symbols. While the Coke bottle was an example of emergence through a rise in the degree of individuality of 

the object form, the television set exemplifies an emergent change where the object’s individuality is curtailed. 

In the most recent phases of our research on the symbolism of objects, we attempted to map out symbolic 

associations attached to certain objects in a manner complementary to Osgood’s (1976) “semantic 

differential”; our goal was not to map out the semantic aura of certain objects, but rather we tried to discover 

what objects certain concepts evoked from a person’s set of associations. Thus, we tried to collect the objects 

associated with the concepts of “old-fashioned”, “youthful”, “modern”, “conservative”, “peasant-like”, 

“noble”, “intellectual”, “middle-class”, “Hungarian” (that is: “national”) and “related to globalization”. Then 

(now in line with Osgood’s approach) we asked our respondents to give a reason for their choice: on the basis 

of what attribute (or semantic field), did they choose that particular object? If we look at the groups of “old-

fashioned” versus “young”, perhaps it is not surprising, but still notable that most respondents associated 

negative ideas with the concept of “old-fashioned” (poor, hand-me-down, feeble, disgusting, repellent): they 

chose objects that had these negative connotations. There were only a few exceptions, where the reason for 

choosing the object was along the lines of concepts like “nicely weathered”, “accomplished”, “traditional” or 

simply “beautiful” or the neutral “old”. Nevertheless, the results show that for most respondents the value of 

“being young” is very strong (and “being old” is a negative value). Although this has presumably been the case 

to some extent since time immemorial (as being old is synonymous with, or the antechamber of, decay), we 

know that perceptions of “young” and “old” have changed through different eras, and varied in different 

cultures and social conditions. For example, we can safely say that the values behind “being young” have 

                                                                 
17

 As it is often the case after such devaluation, there has been an opposite trend consisting in the birth of new forms that 
connote high status or exclusivity (giant screens, home theatre systems with plasma screens, etc). 
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become a lot firmer in recent decades (in consumer society). The transition to democracy in Hungary was 

accompanied by a shift towards consumer society, but there is another aspect to consider as well. A wave of 

conservativism in the communist block in the 1980s went hand-in-hand with the perception of the historical 

past, the period before communism, as a “golden era” in the eyes of those who wished to use the values of 

that past as antithetical to those of communism. This increased the value of that past, of old things, and of old 

people as well: old objects, discolored photographs began to appear in the homes of intellectuals in 1980s, 

spiced with a strong ideology and feelings, and academics and other people turned their attention to “oral 

history” and memories of old people. Now the question is how the transition came about. How can we derive 

from such phenomena the very negative contemporary associations of “being old”? (If all this happened in a 

volte-face, we could say that a “conversion” always means making a previously extrinsic system intrinsic – thus 

the next state of the system follows from the preceding state of the adopted system, even if not from the 

preceding state of the system which was abandoned. Consequently, such change is not emergent. An example 

for this kind of change is when people move from “building socialism” to “building capitalism” – these people 

relate to the values of capitalism in the same way as they did to socialist values. This has happened in some 

cases, but we are now looking at cases where this kind of a conversion has not occurred, at people who used to 

be at odds with Kadar-era socialism, and yet changed to shy away from the values of “being old”.) Many people 

who were conservative in the 1980s were anti-socialist (and pro-conservative) either because they believed in 

the values of individualism (which were curtailed under socialism) or because they embraced the idea of close-

knit organic communities (which was eroded by socialism). Both groups turned to the past as part of their 

criticism of the authoritarian socialism of the age. A non-socialist environment in the eyes of these people was 

one they wished to “assimilate” (this kind of an environment was conveyed in the form of capitalist society or 

the past before socialism), and socialism was an environment they found hostile. With the transition to 

democracy, the assimilation was done, while socialism continued to be an undesirable environment that, 

however, became the “past” – and thus the connotations of “past” were changed from positive to negative. 

The advocates of individualistic values now became a part of an existing capitalist society, where the values of 

individualism and self-assertion are strongly linked to the ideal of “eternal youth”; and the ideals of close-knit 

organic communities were put on the banner of a generation of young people – thus the semantic fields of past 

and present were completely rearranged. This was one factor that contributed to the fact that the value 

systems of formerly anti-socialist generations have undergone a metamorphosis in terms of the concepts of 

“being young” and “being old” – without disruption, and while holding on to their earlier set of basic values. 

But as this metamorphosis did not follow from its precedents, it was another example of emergent change, 

whereby a new order of things came into being through the assimilation of the environment. This also means 

(and we have not yet mentioned this as one of the aspects of emergence) that by assimilating a certain 

environment, a system will always create a new environment for itself, thus being able to ensure a dialectical 

relationship between itself and the environment at all times, even if it constitutes some kind of a closed meta-

system with its environment and even if the assimilation of the environment continues to take place over and 

over again.
18

 

                                                                 
18

 Humanity in a globalised world – until it meets some creatures from outer space – could already be considered a closed 
meta-system today. On the one hand, the environment for a global community is the natural environment of macrocosm 
and microcosm combined; and, on the other hand, the meta-system keeps “creating” environments for itself insofar as the 
individuals, groups and cultures that make up the system as a whole can actually turn opposed to it due to their particular 
interests and drives, and in such cases they can be regarded as the “environments” of the meta-system. 
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For our last example, we will use the results of the same study. We asked people what they considered the 

symbols of “adulthood”. The typical answers ranged from a watch and a wallet through the personal identity 

card to house keys (the differences sometimes reflected the financial situation of the respondent’s family). 

Adulthood is a state of being marked by society with a distinct barrier point, despite the fact that it is 

something people enter into gradually; a state that is reflected in rites of passage (rites du passage) on several 

levels of social organization. The symbolism of the above objects is associated with these rites: the identity card 

is a symbol of a status-shift signifying initiation into official society, the formal systems of the state; the watch, 

which is often a gift for the confirmation ceremony, and the wallet, usually given as a graduation present, are 

all parts of the family’s rites of passage (and at the same time may be a part of a rite of passage of a religious 

community or an educational institution). Handing over the keys to a new home is a part of the rite of passage 

in a prosperous family (with individualistic values), while the housewarming party is the rite of passage for 

entering a certain age group as well. In such rites of passage (and in the symbolism of objects that emphasizes 

the importance of the passage), the experience of the leap taken, or, we could say, emergence itself becomes 

the subject of symbolization. It is necessary that people partition their otherwise seamless lives with such 

milestones – as we have seen, the emergent nature of change may be traced in various spheres of social life: it 

is intrinsic to human nature. 

CONCLUSION 

In this paper we attempted to gather together a few component features of emergence, basing our conclusions 

on the results of some empirical research we have carried out. While offering an exhaustive catalogue of the 

aspects of emergence would have obviously been too bold an undertaking here, let us sum up what we have 

found: 

1. Not all innovations are emergent. But emergence does occur when the general activity potential of a system 

and a phenomenon external to it – which becomes a target for the system’s activity potential – interact in a 

manner that a novel form of activity is produced, which does not follow from any antecedent form of activity. 

2. The system assimilates the elements of its environment by defining the essential feature of functionality (as 

seen from the system’s own point of view) and fixing it in a (symbolic) form (or a formal opposition). 

3. A subordinate property in the system metamorphoses into the regulating property of another system. 

4. And/or an entire system becomes encapsulated in the meaning field of one of its constituent parts. 

5. Parallel to these, the degree of individuality of a feature is dramatically increased or decreased. 

6. A change that affects the whole system will redefine and alter the meaning of its components, and vice versa. 

The two processes run parallel. 

7. A rise in numbers may lead to emergence, but it cannot in itself be seen as an emergent process. Emergence 

occurs when quantitative growth reaches a “critical mass” and transforms into a change in quality – the time 

when such a transformation occurs cannot be derived from the previous states of the system. 

8. In cases where old and new are antithetical, the appearance of an opposite does not constitute emergence, 

but rather emergence is in the way in which the negation of what was there before finds a direction. 
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9. What happens when two separate systems come into contact is not only that their elements blend, or that 

one system conquers the other (by assimilating its constituents and reclassifying them as its own), but also that 

the interrelationship itself acquires symbolic significance and penetrates the constituents of each system. 

10. Assimilating their environments, systems create new environments. 

11. Emergent changes induce pleasure and fear at the same time. 

12. Emergence becomes a symbol of human nature. 

Emergence, then, occurs when two systems (system and environment) meet; when part-whole relations within 

the system, or the degree of individuality of system constituents change; when quantitative changes reach a 

point of critical mass; when sudden alterations in the direction of the system’s movement come about. If now 

we want to answer why emergence occurs, we need to refer to the symbol as the thing at the core of culture. 

The symbol is the fundamental particle of the non-quantifiable aspect of the world. As we have seen, symbol-

making humans connect the relatively objective with the actively subjective, particular with general, part with 

whole, present with non-present in a way that the resultant connection, the symbol, opens the possibility of a 

transformation from the external to the internal, from the part to the whole, from the present to the future 

and the past, and vice versa, thus making the possibility of the simultaneity of identity and difference (A=A and 

A≠A) real. The concept of the symbol explains that emergent properties do not arise from nothing, but that 

they always inhere in the symbol as potentialities. It is not change that needs to be explained; it is change that 

explains everything else. In making sense of the world, human beings are in need of a numerical conception of 

things, by which they can break down things into constituents and aggregate these into systems and 

environments, but they also need to correct the necessary simplification implied in such practices by the use of 

the alternative sign system of symbols. Turning our attention to emergence will perhaps help us to become 

more cognizant of the fact that the world, and in particular human society, is full of changes which are 

impossible to explain by the means of quantitative science. 

Are, then, the gods crazy? Well, perhaps not. True, they hit us on the head with Coke bottles that create plenty 

of problems. But if the Bushman tries to run to the end of the world to return to the gods their bothersome 

gift, he must sooner or later realize that the world is endless; if he throws the bottle back, it will come down on 

his head once again. Perhaps he will realize that the one that threw it first was himself (since the pilot and the 

Bushman are, from a certain point of view, actually the same). He might also notice that he is not different also 

from the gods; that he is the one who went crazy and that he did not go crazy at all; that what the gods in fact 

gave him as a gift was not the bottle, but the Problem, and that now they are looking down at him chuckling, 

curious to see what he can do with it. Furthermore, he will perhaps realize that in fact he is the one chuckling, 

and perhaps the bottle is also not different from him. And then the Bushman goes home. He does not care any 

more whether or not he carries the bottle; he will always have it (and he will never have it). The world is full of 

problems, but it is clear that only humans see it as such, and that the world does not see it that way. So the 

Bushman goes back home, settles down in the world, waves hello to the inscrutable, wily gods, and tries to 

make himself feel comfortable. 
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A  NEW APPROACH TO THE ANALYSIS OF MOTIVATION  

 

 

This paper gives a short summary of a new 'theory of motivation and method of analysis which was developed 

by the authors. This approach, as the results of their studies suggest, provides an effective method for analysis 

of human motivational structure specific to the individual. It allows the identification of the causes of psychic 

malfunctioning that results from imbalances of motivational structure even in cases where the individual 

makes an attempt to disguise his/her real motives. 

Between 1972 and 1986 the authors have developed a method of analysis to discover the motives 

characteristic of individuals. The method is based on the hypothesis that people's dominant motives are 

manifested in the structure of speech. (Numerous studies have demonstrated the relationship between 

intonation, speed of speech, and other formal features of speech on the one hand, and temperament on the 

other. Similarly, it has been shown that the vocabulary and the grammatical constructions used are related to 

cultural and educational factors.) However, the authors identified a level of speech that had not been studied 

previously and that seems to express motives directly. At this level the speaker's motives receive expression 

(or, in other words, are projected) irrespective of the speaker's conscious intentions. Some of the existing 

standard methods of motivational analysis (such as the MMPI or the CPI) are based on the subject's explicit 

reports of his/her motives, and though there are some built-in mechanisms in these techniques to filter out 

obvious lies, confabulations or irresponsible responses, these test cannot fully avoid the danger that instead of 

identifying the subject's real motives they register those that he/she wishes to emphasize. (Furthermore, it is 

often the case that the subject is not fully aware of his/her real motives and, consequently, he/she cannot 

express them, or, he/she reports his/her supposed motives rather than his/her real ones.) Therefore, the 

authors were looking for a procedure that would succeed in bringing out the real motives of the subject 

independently of his/her conscious intentions and they believe to have found just such a system of signs in 

certain characteristics of speech structures. (Incidentally, this method seems to be superior, even to projective 

tests using fixed indicators, such as the TAT or the Rorschach.) 

The method is based on the authors' hypothesis that there is a direct one-to-one correspondence between 

given motives and particular stylistic types of speech construction (which can be identified nearly 

algorithmically similarly to a dictionary entry or an equation.) Even a small change can turn any dry, non-

stylistic statement into one with clear stylistic features. (Thus, in the text we can find constructions of 

repetition, enumeration, logical argumentation, specification, modification, or counter-punctuation. Similarly, 

there appear in the text constructions expressing moods, emotions, or passions, absurd and grotesque 

formulations, dramatic exaggerations, etc.) All such changes, all such stylistic characteristics are indicative of 

the presence of one or another particular motive. Because of this, in spontaneous speech such stylistic variants 

appear when and because the corresponding motive becomes dominant among the different motivating forces 

acting on us. As a result, our motives are projected in terms of their corresponding stylistic characteristics 

independently of our intentions. Therefore, if we have at our disposal a sample from a person's spontaneous 

speech, we can infer from it his/her motives through the registration of its stylistic-constructional 

characteristics. This is the basis of the method developed by the authors: using tape-recorded speech samples 
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they identify and register each and every stylistic feature of the text. The presence or absence of any particular 

stylistic feature allows one to infer the presence or absence of the corresponding motive, and the relative 

proportions of, and relations between the separate stylistic features makes it possible to identify the 

corresponding proportions and relations between the relevant motives they express, that are characteristic of 

the individual. (The particular correspondences between given stylistic features and related motives are 

specified in a table below.) 

Investigations started in 1973. Between 1973 and 1981 the authors developed their system by applying it to 

the motivational analysis of several hundred texts (some of which were their own speech-samples). From 1982 

to 1984 a sample text based on 200 subjects was analyzed both by their method and by the TAT and the CPI 

used as controls. The correlation between their method on the one hand, and the TAT and the CPI on the 

other, were, in general, quite high. Thus, in those areas where a comparison was possible to make, as, for 

example, between their test and the CPI, the correspondence was found to be over 80%. 

In 1986, to test the reliability of their method, they administered the test again to 30 of their original subjects. 

They found significant changes in the motivational structure of their younger subjects whose personalities were 

not yet fully developed and who showed a rather high degree of conflict. These shifts could be related to 

corresponding changes in their life circumstances'(such as marriage, divorce, or employment). In contrast, the 

motivational structure of the older subjects proved to be nearly perfectly stable. For them, the repeated test 

showed, with minor-alterations, the very same motives to be dominant as those found two years earlier, 

though both the administration and the analysis of the test was carried out by different investigators this time. 

The most important novelty of this method is that the object of analysis is spoken language itself. The authors 

emphasized, that speech is not only a tool of communication, but it is also a projection expressing the 

individual’s intentions, aims, and aspirations. 

The method is based on the correspondence between the structures of speech and those of the individual’s 

motives.  However, human speech is never determined by one single principle of construction alone. Even in a 

short text one can always demonstrate the existence of super-, sub-, or coordinate structures of different 

speech constructions. Since each constructional type is an expression of some particular motive, their relations 

represent the different super-, sub-, or co-ordinate relations that exist in the underlying motivational structure. 

Thus, the fine-grained analysis of text structure can uncover the whole motivational structure of the individual, 

revealing the organization of the different motives that is, specifically characteristic of him/her. 

First of all, the authors try to make clear what types of speech constructions and what kinds of motives they 

have in mind. For the identification of the separate motives it was necessary to apply motivational categories 

that a) were clearly separable from each other (the results of a subsequent cluster analysis verified that the 

motivational areas used by them met this criterion), and b) were present in each individual. These motives are 

present in each member of modern societies, and any particular person can be characterized by the degree, 

and the proportion of such motivational categories, and by their connections to other motives. 

TYPES OF MOTIVES: "DESIRE", "GOAL", "READINESS"  

The authors also had to take into consideration the fact that there are different types of human motives.  
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First, there are motives that are general desires that have no object (the authors refer to these as "desires"). 

Second, there are other motives that are directed towards specific aims (the authors call these “goals”). Finally, 

there are those that derive from the expectations of the environment. However, these are also inner motives, 

as in such cases it is our inclination to conform to expectations that motivates us (they authors refer to this kind 

of motive as "readiness"). 

These three types of motives are similar to Murray's distinction between "needs" and "presses", except that his 

"press" category is subdivided by them into the categories of “goal" and "readiness". Furthermore, they 

consider both of these latter categories as somewhat more "internal" motives than are Murray's "presses". This 

follows from their assumption that the relationship between the individual and the world is not a mechanical 

opposition between the "inner" and the "outer". Rather, even when the sources of motivation are clearly 

external, such as a concrete goal, object, or environmental influence, the individual still plays in this relation 

and important active role, and it is this active factor that is the most significant in motivation. On the other 

hand, Murray's categories of "modal needs" and "effect needs" are practically identical to author’s distinction 

between "desires" and "goal". 

The authors also have to assume that all three motive types can appear in relation to the same object. For 

example, let us take the case of the motive of "contact-formation". We can have a "desire" to establish 

contacts with others (i.e., we suffer from the lack of human contacts), however, there is no specific person with 

whom we would wish form contact. 

In contrast, sometimes we have a "goal" when establishing contact in which case we know precisely the person 

we want to form contact with. Without a goal desire means the feeling that we should establish contact with a 

concrete person or group, etc. Finally, we can show a "readiness" to form contacts, when we sense the 

expectations of our environment as to what it is like to be a person who "connects well", and we are willing, we 

are "ready" to adopt this model. 

The law of the three motivational types is the following: in a given motivational domain (such as "contact-

formation" was in the previous example), psychic balance is established in a person when all three motive 

types are in equilibrium, each being present in comparable proportion and without excluding one another. 

However, if only the desire is very strong (the other two motive types being weak), this means that the 

individual is highly motivated to form contacts, but he/she does not know with whom and, even less, how. 

Therefore, his/her attempts at establishing contacts are likely to turn out unsuccessfully. (In pathologically 

extreme cases this results in egoistic-narcissistic symptomatology.) If only the goal is strong (but, for example, 

the desire is weak) then the person clearly feels that there is some particular person (or persons) he/she should 

establish relationship with. However, because of the weakness of his/her desire, he/she has not got enough 

inner energy to accomplish this. (The pathologically extreme cases of this type most often exhibit the 

symptoms of persecution mania.) Finally, if it is the readiness that is strong, then the person can establish 

contacts easily, appearing attractive and sympathetic to others'. Lacking strength in desire and goal, however, 

he/she feels the abundance of potential relationship to be a burden, and has, in fact, a need for much less 

contacts than what he/she has available. (The extremes in such cases show depressions and anxiety.) For each 

individual the ideal case would be if the three motivational areas were in harmony. The (exaggerated) 

domination of either one of the motive types typically becomes a source of psychic problems. 
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The formation of interpersonal contacts, that the authors used as their example above, is one of the basic 

motivational domains the authors have studied. All in all, the authors have succeeded in identifying 11 such 

basic domains. 

It is not possible within the confines of such a short paper to give a detailed rationale for why they used those 

and only those 11 motivational areas that they did. In their book (Kapitány and Kapitány 1988) published in 

Hungary they provided a detailed account of the relevant hypothesis and their empirical confirmation. 

In this article the authors can only give a brief summary of that the basis of this motivational system is the 

historical development of the human personality. Each motivational area (and its corresponding speech 

construction) becomes dominant, universal and general at different periods of historical development. Thus, the 

11 motivational areas represent different historical periods in the motivational structure of the individual. 

The 11 motivational domains are as follows: 

1.) Apperception of environmental influences (the ability and effort to obtain more and richer stimuli, 

impressions, and experiences). 

2.) Contact-formation (the ability and effort to form personal relationships in which the other is important for 

us as a person). 

3.) Organization of information (the ability and effort to organize and systematize information from a given 

perspective). 

4.) Following authority models (the ability and effort to interiorize, and be guided by ready-made patterns or 

models). 

5.) Task-orientation (the ability and effort, in relation to someone or something, to work, to carry out some 

particular task, or to make others work or do a particular job). 

6.) Morality (the ability and effort to give justifications for one's actions and decisions). 

7.) Possession (the ability and effort to tie others to oneself, or to acquire things, knowledge, etc.). 

8.) Dominance (the ability and effort to achieve recognition in some area; thus, deviating somewhat from the 

every-day 

usage of the term, there is no necessary implication here of achieving control, or placing oneself over others). 

9.) Way of life (the ability and effort to establish a way of life or conduct that is matched to ones personality). 

10.) Freedom (the ability and effort to fight against and change the circumstance's that are, in some respect, 

limiting the person). 

11.) Aim of life (the ability and effort to organize the different elements of life around some central value or 

some basic principle directing the particular aspects of life, such as one's vocation, family, or, simply, 

"survival"). 
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Concerning some of these areas, one might raise the question whether they are indeed present in everybody. 

But even the most cynical criminal makes some effort, to justify his/her actions (not to speak about gangster-

solidarity), and such efforts, in the present use of the term, already belong to the sphere of a certain kind of 

"morality". Even the laziest person feels the need to mobilize others for his/her service, which is also a kind of 

task-motivation. And however primitive a person may be, he/she will still have the need to provide some 

simple explanation for the world around him. For this he/she will need to establish some, even if only 

superstitious, relations among his/her different beliefs, and this is already an example of organization of 

information. 

The authors have thus identified three motive types for each of the 11 motivational domains, i.e., all in all, they 

have worked with 33 motives. Each one of these 33 motives has its own specific expression in speech. 

Whenever a given motive becomes active in a person, it is immediately projected as well, and when more than 

one motive are present simultaneously, they will all be projected. The motives appear in speech in the same 

proportion and hierarchy in which they exert their influence on the speaker. Each of the 33 motives directly 

affect the speaker's perspective. They represent different kinds of relations, different attitudes towards the 

world, each of them providing a different way of grouping the elements of the world that the mind apprehends 

(and that later get expressed in speech. Thus, it is these separate attitude structures that appear in the 33 

different modes of speech construction (and from these it becomes possible) then, to infer through analysis the 

underlying motives. Speech constructions of motivational types in different motivational areas.  

The relationships among the separate motivational forms and speech structures are depicted in the Tables 

below: 

Motive 1.  
Perception of = This motive corresponds roughly to Tolman's or Hebb's "exploratory motivation, environmental Klineberg's 
"need for sensation"; McDougall's "curiosity" and amusement, influences Murray's "need for sentience"; Cattel's Q-factor; 

Zuckerman's "sensation seeking", etc. 

DESIRE GOAL READINESS 

Indicators: The given speech units are 
serially related to each other in an 

associative structure 

The repetition of meaningful units (the 
repetition of function words is not 

included here 

Evocative units (the use of adjectives, 
word formations, onomatopoeia, etc. 

expressing happy, sad, melancholic, etc. 
moods) 

 

Motive 2. 
 Contact-formation = This corresponds roughly to Levine's "relatedness", Horney's "need for love" need for affection and 

approval, Guilford's "need of sociability", Murray's "affiliation", "counteraction", "attainment of sympathy", Allport's 
“affiliation", Rogers’s "need for acceptance", Ericson's "trust", the importance of "love" in Fromm, Maslow, Leary, and others, 

indirectly, to McDougall's "feeling of loneliness"  as a motive, etc. 

DESIRE GOAL READINESS 

Indicators: The speaker 
discussessomething from the point of 

view of what it means to him/her, 
describing his/her inner-feelings, 

Describing other people's actions or 
statements in relation to himself, 

interpreting them as actions directed 
towards him. 

Reacting to or anticipating other's 
assumed, or real opinion, subjecting 

oneself to other's, assumed criticism, 
etc. 

 



●  KAPITÁNY ÁGNES –  KAPITÁNY GÁBOR ●A new approach to the analysis of motivation ● 

226 

 

Motive 3. 
Organization of = This corresponds roughly to Murray's and information Guilford's "need for order", Murray's "need for 
understanding", Morris's "organizational activity"; some of its elements can also be found in categories such as Cattel's 

"desire for knowledge", or Murray's "need for cognition" 

DESIRE GOAL READINESS 

Indicators: Enumeration, division into 
subparts, etc. 

(Firstly… secondly... thirdly...) 

Framing" the text (returning at the end 
to the introductory part, or, simply, 

providing some closing indicating that 
we have finished our description) 

Overriding somebody else's, or else’s or 
our own earlier opinion; debate, 

modification 

 

Motive 4. 
Following = Possible related categories: Freud's authority models "super-ego", Maslow's "need for dependence, respect" 

Cattel's "E, F and Q³ factors", Witkin's "field dependence", Murray's "deference, similance, succourance", Tolman's 
"dependence", Leary's, Guilford's "self-submission", etc. 

DESIRE GOAL READINESS 

Indicators: Correction, restarting in 
order to find the best possible 

expression for our message 

The use of language characteristic of a 
particular social stratum (depending on 

what social group, or individual 
belonging to it, provides the authority 
model being followed) (e.g., literary 

language, specified scientific language, 
political jargon, jargon specific to a 

generation, slang, etc.) 

Describing oneself and others by 
emphasizing some particular role they 
have (e.g. rank, vocation, familial role, 

generation, gender), instead of 
characterizing their unique features. 
(E.g. "I'm a teacher who..." included 

here is the use of plural when describing 
things related to oneself: "We, 

Americans, etc.) 

 

Motive 5. 
Task-orientation = Possible related categories: Murphy's "fulfillment of the one's duty", Maslow's "task-centeredness", 

partially related are Murray's "succordance" and "nurturance” 

DESIRE GOAL READINESS 

Indicators: The use of emotionality 
evoking elements /invoking, pathos, 
self-pity weakness, and smallness as 
emotion evoking elements, etc./ 

Emphasized logical construction, 
emphasis on logical relations, logical 

argumentation. 

Thinking aloud, the description of the 
thought strategies of the speaker, the 
enumeration of the speaker’s tasks, 

duties and steps to be taken. 

 

Motive 6. 
Morality = Possible corresponding categories: Tolman's "self-justification", Allport's "assuming responsibility"; Freud's "super-

ego" concept is also related to this category, and so is Leary's "responsible type", etc. 

DESIRE GOAL READINESS 

Indicators: Absurd, grotesque turns of 
speech, jokes, irony: any expression that 
shows something in an ‘up-side-down”, 

unfamiliar perspective. 

Emphasizing some point of view, that 
corresponds to normality, standard 

rules, habitual, general opinions 
concerning any behavior, opinion, etc. 

Presenting the object of discussion in 
different situations, pointing out the 

differences among the situations, and 
emphasizing the situation-dependent 

nature of things. 

 

Motive 7. 
Possession = Roughly related categories: in Allport and in several neo-Freudists “ego-extension”, McDougall’s “feeling of 

ownership”, Murphy’s “possession of material goods”, Murray’s “acquisition” and corresponding to “possession” as related to 
“contact-formation” is e.g. Maslow’s “belongingness”, Fromm’s “rootedness”, etc. 

DESIRE GOAL READINESS 

Indicators: Describing certain things as 
being distant in time or space from the 

perspective of longing for, or being 
anxious about them). 

Describing events, people or things as 
extraordinary. 

Reference to memories or knowledge 
believed to be shared with the listener 
or reader, their recall or application to 

some actuality. 
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Motive 8. 
Dominance = Roughly corresponding related categories: Tolman’s domination”, “power” in Murphy, Maslow, Adler, Horney, 
etc., Murray’s “dominance” and “recognition”, Cattel’s Q-factor, and “competitive self-esteem”, Guilford’s,  Maslow’s “self-
confidence, esteem-needs”, Guilford’s “general ambition”, Murray-Kluckhohn’s “authority”, Mc Dougall’s “elation” (pride, 

dominance, etc.) Allport’s and different behaviorist’s “desire for success”, Horney’s “prestige”, “attainment of personal 
admiration”, “need of power”, etc. 

DESIRE GOAL READINESS 

Indicators: The formation of polar 
contrasts in which the two things 

compared appear as extreme opposites 
(“on the one hand… while on the other 

hand…”) 

Emphasis on a common feature shared 
by a pair of possible opposites, or on 

their underlying identical aspects. 
(When this motive appears on its own, 

without being “intended”, then 
obviously, the two contrasting sides of 

the opposition do not receive 
emphasis). 

Setting forth what actual steps have to 
be taken to realize some implicitly and 

explicitly stated ideal or goal. 

 

Motive 9. 
Freedom = Related categories: “need for competence”, “need for autonomy”, “privacy”, Tolman’s “aggression against 

external obstacles, Guilford’s “freedom”, Horney’s “self-sufficiency” and independence”, Murray’s “infavoidance”, 
“defendence”, “rejection”, “autonomy”, Lear’s, Fromm’s “non-conformism”,  Maslow’s “increase in autonomy”, “self-

realization”, “self-actualization”,etc. 

DESIRE GOAL READINESS 

Indicators: Exaggerated, 
overemphasized, dramatical exposition 

of human relations, actions, events. 

The object of identification or hatred 
shown by overstatements or absolutistic 

terms. 

Distancing oneself through a change of 
perspective from exaggerated 

identifications or oppositions; looking at 
the object of identification objectively, 

as if “from the outside” or 
understanding the forces of opposition 

or the object of hatred “from the 
inside”. 

 

Motive 10. 
An own way of life = Relevant categories: “security seeking” in Thomas, Guilford and Maslow; Murray’s “striving for 

autonomy”, “harmavoidance”, Levine’s “need for self-maintenance and protecture”, Maslow’s “need for habitual rhythm” 
and “need for safety”, Guilford’s “need for comfort”, “need for order”, etc. 

DESIRE GOAL READINESS 

Indicators: The description of the effect 
that some circumstance, object, 

environment, or event taking place in a 
given environment, has on the 

subjective state of mind of individual. (A 
psychological “analysis”) 

A figurative, detailed description of 
some object, concrete environment, or 

interaction with objects. 

Describing life processes, people, 
objects, and series of events, with an 

emphasis on their mutual 
interrelatedness in the process of 

development. 

 

Motive 11. 
Aim of life = Relevant categories: Maslow’s “need for self-realization”, “self-actualization”, Fromm’s “creating one’s own life”, 

Leontieff’s: “aim of life”, etc. 

DESIRE GOAL READINESS 

Indicators: The kind of speech 
construction that, starting from the 

individual, the specific, the phenomenal 
event, develops towards the general, 

social, common, or other global 
relationships that determine the former, 
and turning back from the more general 

towards the particular… (and a rather 
redundant speaking) 

Simultaneously capturing both the 
individual and the social aspects 
underlying some phenomenon 

(emphasizing the social aspects in 
individual, or the individual aspects in 

social phenomena). The sentence is just 
like a concise definition. 

The utilization of speech constitutions 
expressing passion enhancing 

accumulative structures, thought-
rhythms, longer passages produced on 

sudden impulse, etc.) emotionally 
changed communication of thoughts. 
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The literature on the psychology of personality and motivation research provides, apart from the ones 

described above, numerous further categories that do not correspond to a given motivational domain in this 

system, but rather to its forms of expression. (These refer to attitude models relating particular motives to 

corresponding speech constructions, as they appear in the forms of expression that "signal" the motives.) Such 

are, for example, the series of categories (e.g., "self-monitoring", "social feedback", or Cooley's "Looking Glass 

Self") that correspond in this system to reflective self-evaluation and to the attitudinal expression in speech of 

the readiness to form personal contacts (rather than directly to the motive of "contact-formation" itself). The 

attitudinal speech expression signaling the readiness to follow authority models was the authors’ "role" 

category which corresponds to the different role-categories that appear frequently in the literature (e.g., as in 

Parsons, Linton, Goffman, and others). The manifestation of Kapitány’s "dominance" category was the 

"realization of ideals and aims". Here the related categories are, for example, Maslow's "sense of reality", or 

Guilford's "objectivity". In description of authors, the motive of "environmental influences" as "desire" and as 

"goal" is "characterized by speech constructions involving repetition" (i.e., focusing on the object of attention) 

or by "associative deviation" from the object. It is this aspect that is captured by Piaget's concept of 

"centration-decentration" as well. According to analyses of authors, the attitudinal changes manifestations of 

the motive of "freedom" are the "speech in point of view", or the distancing oneself from extreme 

identification or exaggerated opposition. Here again we can find corresponding categories in the literature, 

such as Anna Freud's or Bettelheim's "identification with the aggressor", Guilford's "self-control" and "sense of 

cooperation". In essence, Freud's "sublimation" can also be considered as a related category. 

Thus, from the point of view of authors all these psychic mechanisms that are, in general, not viewed as 

motivational categories, are, in fact, expressions of motives. 

The relatedness of motives, on the one hand, and modes of speech constructions, on the other, is proven by a 

large number of analyses. In the Hungarian publications of authors, they provide extended illustrations on 

actual sample materials as to how the given motive appears in the different speech construction. 

A SHORT ANALYSIS OF AN INTERVIEW  

In this short paper let us examine an expert from an interview with a well-known film-director (i.e., from a 

recorded life speech sample). In the first expert, the director speaks about how one of his films came to 

existence: 

"D. L. gave me a unique and very special deal. He called me up and said. "David, I have 

crazy idea. You want to make Blue Velvet?" I said, "Yes," and he said, "You want total 

artistic control?" And I said, "Yes." So he says, "You cut your salary, you cut your budget, 

and I'll give you total artistic control." So I cut my salary in half, I cut the budget down 

almost in half and made it. And D. was true on his word. He gave me total artistic control. 

Then he speaks about the female protagonist: 

"No casting agent ever mentioned her. I didn't even know I. R. was an actress. I just 

happened to meet her in a restaurant in New York and we discussed the movie. I told her 

I was casting it, not even realizing she was and actress. Then a week later I was looking at 
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a copy of Screen World and I found a picture of her from a film she did with the Taviani 

brothers, and I said, "Good night! She's an actress!" So I got a script to her that afternoon, 

and she loved it instantly. She felt that she knew D. and that she knew the part. So, 

because of her attitude and because I felt she was right in every way, it happened." 

Then about the male protagonist: 

   "D. H.’s name had come up in meetings before, but as soon as it did, it was shot down because 

of his reputation. Not because he wasn't right, but because his reputation was so strong that it 

was just out of the question. And that was sad, because he had been off everything for over a 

year and a half and no one really knew that. So his manager told me that D. was totally 

different and that we could phone the producers whom he had just worked with to check and 

then D. called and said. "I have to play Frank because I am Frank." Well, that almost blew the 

deal right there. But he was truly great to work with." 

Then about actors in general: 

"I sort of work the other way around. I get a part and say, "Oh, boy, wouldn't they be 

perfect?" But there are people I would like to write a part for I'd like to write a part for 

Isabella again. I'd like to write a part for I. D. again. J. H., also. I like to work with people I've 

worked with before. They become' like friends and family. I'd rather go through the war with 

people I get along with." 

Then about the film: 

"I hate talking about how things are, done, it's like a magic trick: As soon as know how it was 

done, they say, "Oh." The curiosity instantly vanishes." 

And then he describes the role of a painter in his becoming a film director: 

"I remember one in particular: B.K. He was a painter. Until I met him, I thought that Van 

Gogh was the last man who painted. I was thirteen and lived in the Northwest, so for me 

there were no painters. When I heard that Bushnell was a painter, and that he did for a 

living. I nearly passed out. I became feverish. I didn't want to go to school anymore. It was an 

awakening. By the time I was a junior in high school. I started renting a room next his studio. 

My father paid half the rent, which was a super-cool thing for my father to do, because 

having a studio was not a normal thing. High school didn't have a big hold on me. I knew I 

was going in a different direction. But life back then was fantastic." 

When analyzing the text with Kapitány method, it becomes apparent that the speaker has very strong 

"environmental influence" and "possession" motives, as both of these appear in whatever or whoever he 

speaks about. Let us take as an example the "possession" as "goal" motive (which is manifested in the form of 

describing everything as extraordinary, even things that might seem quite ordinary from another's point of 

view, or in the form of noticing the extraordinary in everything). 
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Thus, the director introduces the producer's offer as something extraordinary, as something very special: "He 

gave me a unique and very special deal." "You want total artistic control?" "He gave me total artistic control." 

Of course, the reader can say now: it is not all surprising that the director describes the offer as extraordinary 

when, in fact, that is what it really is. While this is true, it is also the case that a person with highly motivating 

"possession"-goals focuses his attention precisely on such events: this type of person is always full of 

interesting anecdotes. Furthermore, this is not the only event that is described as very special in the interview; 

rather, nearly everything is presented as out of the ordinary. Thus, for example, it is again the unexpected, 

atypical aspects of the situation that are emphasized by the director when he describes the choice of the 

actress (they met by chance, he had no idea that she was an actress, then, an unexpected turn of events: he 

found a photo of her, and they immediately started to work, etc.). This is what is usually described as "just like 

in fairly-tales"; – and his fabulousness is always the manifestation of the "possession" motive as "goal" (and as 

"desire"). The choice of the male actor is also characterized by out of the ordinary features. Here again, it is 

described as a striking fact that the actor does not simply accept the role, but he is miraculously suited for it: he 

is "the role himself". The relationship that the director established with the actors is also characterized as 

something special: "They become like friends and family." Until now, our example illustrated the 

extraordinariness of people. However, it is not only such people that represent goals of "possession" for the 

speaker, it is not only them he wants to consider as belonging to him. He sees in this light the whole shooting 

of-the film as well: "It's like a magic trick." His getting to know a "real-life" painter is again discussed as an 

extraordinary experience: 

"I thought that Van Gogh was the last man who painted”.”When I heard that Bushnell was a painter, 

and that he did it for a living, I nearly passed out. I became feverish. I didn't want to go to school 

anymore." 

The other dominant motivating force in the case of this person in "environmental influence". This motive 

appears especially strong as "goal" (strong interest in, and active attention towards certain things), which is 

signaled in speech by repeated-returns to some topic. This general curiosity appears in the text in many places, 

and from what is being repeated, the primary object of interest can be inferred. Such topics include the 

reduction of expenditures: "You cut your salary, you cut your budget." "So I cut my salary, I cut the budget..." 

and the problem of artistic-control over the film: "You want total artistic control?... He gave me total artistic 

control.' In the next passage we find a repetition again, suggesting the speaker's Interest, of the fact that I. R. is 

an "actress" and that the knew the character she had to play: "I didn't even know I. R. was an actress... not 

even realizing she was an actress. 'Good night! She's an actress!'" In the case of the male actor, the topic that is 

being repeated (i.e., the object of the speaker's "environmental influence"-goal and, thus, of his interest) is the 

reputation of the actor: "I have to play Frank because I am Frank." 

Another such element in relation to the shooting of the film is the job itself, i.e., the question of "how to make 

it": "...how things are done..., ...how it was done...". 

A further reoccurring object of interest that appears as a repeated theme in the director's speech is that of 

writing a role for his favorite actors. Here, then, there is correspondence between the content of the text and 

the real motive: on the one hand, the director is telling us that he would like to write for them a new role, 

while, on the other hand, the motivational analysis also suggests that writing roles for these people is an 
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"environmental influence"-goal, i.e., an object of interest for the speaker. "I would like to write a part for. I'd 

like to write a part for Isabella again. I'd like to write a part for I. D. again." 

Even if the speaker denied in words that he was interested in such an activity, the fact of repetition in the text 

would still convince us of the opposite; this being one of the advantages of the application of Kapitány method. 

When considering all the 33 motives in the text (that is, in the whole text, not only in the experts quoted 

above), the two that prove to be most powerful are the "environmental influences" and the "possession" 

motives. This is not to mean, however, that the others are not present in some subordinate form, or being 

connected to certain themes. From this point of view, it is interesting to consider the last passage where the 

director is speaking of the painter. The expressive features that are salient in the description of certain people 

or of certain significant changes in life circumstances allow us to infer exactly what meaning that given person 

or event
 
had - in the speaker's life; what motivating forces became activated in him. These are at least as 

important in identifying the personality profile or the motivational structure of a particular individual as are 

those motivating forces that characterize his personality in general. For example, in relation to the painter the 

strength of the "desire to form contacts" is conspicuous. This is manifested in the increased proportion of 

elements referring to inner, personal feelings in this passage. (It is a question of further analysis whether it was 

the meeting with the painter that made this motive so important for the speaker, or whether the relatively 

stronger influence of the motive was characteristic of him in the particular period of his life when he happened 

to meet the painter.) It is certainly a fact that in this passage there is an increase in "self-centeredness", the 

expression of "contact-formation" as "desire": "I remember... I was thirteen and lived in the Northwest..." "I 

thought that Van Gogh was the last man who painted..." "I became feverish..." 

Furthermore, the expressions of "contact-formation" as "goal" also become more frequent (describing things 

in relation to himself, and presenting the painter in the role of exerting influence on him). 

A further motive that appears in this passage in relation to the painter is that of "freedom" as "desire", the 

expression of which is the exaggerated, over-emphasized presentation of the relationship. That is, apart from 

actual extraordinary features (i.e., extraordinary, but real elements noticed by the director), we also find 

obvious exaggerations as well: 

"I nearly passed out. I became feverish. I didn't want to go to school anymore. It was an awakening... Life back 

then was 'fantastic." The appearance of the "freedom" motive as "desire" suggests that the strengthening of 

the aspiration for autonomy came about as a result of getting acquainted with the painter. This is the motive 

that underlies the change that the speaker himself also gives expression to (describing, it according to his 

dominant "possession" as "goal" motive as extraordinary: as a "new life"). (The fact that he chooses to express 

this with counter-punctuation /"until I meet him, I started..."/suggests-that in his life situation the "dominance" 

as "desire" motive was also active in the speaker.) 

FURTHER POSSIBILITIES OF KAPITANY-METHOD OF TEXT ANALYSIS:  

RELATIONSHIP, DEVELOPMENT AND CHANGES OF MOTIVES  

Of course, what the authors could demonstrate in the short space available for them here does not correspond 

to a full analysis of a person's motivational structure: it is not more than a "trial boring" using our procedure. 

However, the authors hope that this short illustration is sufficient to demonstrate the nature of their method. 
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The full analysis is aimed at the overall characterization of an individual's motivational structure; it does not 

stop at the simple identification of the dominant motives of the person analyzed. Rather, it provides a 

characterization of the exact relationships that exist among the different motives, their sub-, super-, and co-

ordinations, their oppositions or mutual facilitations, and of the history of their development. The primary aim 

of the analysis is to uncover the motives that are active at the time when the text is formulated. However, as 

the example above illustrates, when the text describes past events and relations, the Kapitany-method also 

brings out the speaker's attitudes to these as they were in the past. As the schools of psychoanalysis rightly 

state, our actual motivational structure is never totally independent from its antecedents. While in the opinion 

of authors they have no absolute determining value, the past motives are, nevertheless, rather important to 

fully understand the present motivational structure. It is the development and change of motives, and the 

stratification of motivational experiences that lead to the solidification of motivational structure. By adulthood, 

this results in the establishment of a more or less stable hierarchy and organization of the particular motives. 

The mentioned example also illustrates the fact that the dominant motives of an individual's motivational 

structure are continuously present in the person's particular motives and their expressions, manifesting 

themselves in a great variety of different topics. Thus, through the analysis we can first uncover the 

continuously present, dominant motives of the individual, and then we can proceed with the separate 

investigation of those actual motives that are related to some particular situation, person, or event. As the 

example shows, through questions relating to one's past it is possible to discover the history of the 

development of the person's motivations. This, moreover, also allows us to uncover the sources of the 

problematic aspects of the motivational structure, and to identify the loci of the disequilibria among the 

particular "desires", "goals", and types of "readiness". 

This analysis can be further refined. Through the examination of their correlations, we can identify the motives 

that systematically co-occur as well as those that show no relationship with each other. The presence of the 

latter kind of motives indicates that at some point in the individual's life a strong barrier was raised separating 

the two motives which, therefore, cannot be mobilized simultaneously. (Such a person, for example, cannot 

strive for "contact-formation" and for achievement of his "aim of life" at the same time, as for him, these two 

motives are always in opposition to each other.) This kind of "either-or" relation between motives always acts 

as a source of conflict, since in an optimally healthy state any motive can co-occur with any other; - of course, 

such an optimally healthy state does not exist. 

We have a particularly strong source of conflict when there is a lack of contact between "desire" and "goal", or 

between "desire" and readiness", both pertaining to the same motivational area. This means that a person is 

unable to find ways to realize his desires (for example, he strongly whishes to feel free, but can never find the 

solution through which he could achieve this state). Or, in contrast, it is also possible that, though a person can 

satisfy other, people's expectations in a given area, nevertheless, he or she, himself or herself, has no inner 

need for that sort of thing (that is, while he/she is satisfying the expectations of others, e.g., in "contact-

formation", he/she can never feel that he/she really needs contacts). In many cases the problem lies not in the 

fact that "desire", "goal" and "readiness" are represented in unequal proportions, but rather in that they are 

not related at all. Thus, it is possible that a person has each of the motive types in sufficient proportion, but still 

he/she is unable to mobilize them in a coordinated manner. 
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The authors have to mention these facts in order to point out that the motivational analysis of texts as 

described above is able to bring out very subtle connections as well. 

CHARACTERIZATION OF THE PERSONALITY  

Thus, through the analysis of the psychological deep structure that is manifested in speech constructions we 

can arrive at a deeper and more complex characterization of an individual's personality than is possibly via 

content analysis. 

We consider it to be one of the advantages of the Kapitany-method that it makes it possible to give a unique 

structural characterization for each person. (Considering only the possible variations of the different strength-

orderings of the motive types, the 33 factorial gives us such an enormous number (10
37

) that is far greater than 

the current human population of the Earth (6 x 10
9
). Furthermore, if we also take into consideration the 

particular relationships among individual motives, the number of possible variations becomes 10
159

!) 

Therefore, the overall profile we get is absolutely unique, and, as such, it can give a characterization of the 

personality through the description of the motivational structure of the person analyzed. The aim of this 

analysis is not to classify individuals into types (extrovert, introvert, performance-oriented, success-oriented, 

anal-erotic, oral-erotic, etc.), but rather to capture the uniqueness of their personality. This kind of 

characterization attempts to unify the advantages of both the ideographic and the nomothetic approaches. 

A further potentiality inherent in this method is related to the fact that the motives examined are present in 

each and every individual, and their proportion and relations are essentially independent of the person's 

cultural background, or, to use B. Bernstein's expression, of whether the person expresses himself in 

"elaborate" or "restricted" verbal code. This is true in spite of the fact that the analysis is carried out on such a 

highly culturally determined text as the spoken language, since the kind of material we analyze, in contrast to 

other aspects of linguistic performance such as vocabulary or grammatical acceptability, belongs to those parts 

of language use that are not basically culture dependent. Of course, whether the language of the text is 

expressed in "elaborate" or "restricted" code, does have an influence on the construction of the text or on its 

expressive richness. However, it is clear that, for example, enumeration (as the expression of the "organization 

of information" motive as "desire") can be present in a rather primitively constructed text just as easily as in a 

complicatedly formulated text, and the same holds for modification of earlier utterances, or for speaking about 

oneself, etc. 

Thus, the analysis can be applied to anyone irrespective of the level of the person's expressive ability, as long as 

we know the code system in which he expresses himself. 

Within the bounds of this short paper the authors cannot give a detailed characterization of how their 

hypothesis relates to the different theories of motivation and psychological schools, though they can state that 

their concept of motivation cannot be directly assimilated into any of the main psycho-logical approaches. At 

the same time, it is also the case that all the major theories have some features that are also characteristic of 

their method of analysis. 

For example, according to Maslow one of Freud's basic discoveries was the realization that the cause of most 

neuroses lies in our fear of knowing ourselves. Therefore, we should discover our deepest inner reality. 
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Classical psycho-analysis in one such approach that attempts to direct us to our "essence" though the 

uncovering of underlying factors, and so is the analytic method what has been introduced here. 

The authors are also in agreement with Rogers who based his so-called "client-centered" therapy on the 

assumption that the different motivational structures are on equal footing: the analyst should not qualify the 

patient's motives. Rather, he should identify himself with the patient's motivational system and, at most, 

attempt to help to formulate the latter's motives more precisely. The authors also agree with Rogers's principle 

that every individual has the capacity to make his motives conscious, and therefore the task of the psychologist 

should not be more than to help this process along. The method of analysis which was described here can be 

acquired and used to analyze our motives and to make them conscious. 

The final object of this method of analysis is the overall motivational structure. The very same motivational 

forces (and the same types of constructions) can be embedded in rather different overall structures in different 

individuals, and, as a result, their significance will also be different. The functioning of the personality is 

determined by the whole structure, and so the principles of Gestalt-psychology, which hold that the same 

elements can have different meanings in different configurations, are also relevant here. 

But in so far as the authors starting point is human behavior (in particular, speech behavior which is the 

primary object of their study), they can also build on the foundations of behaviorism.  This is the case because 

they also find it important to investigate the individual through his natural, real-life behavior and not in 

artificial experimental situations which impoverish and distort the real nature of behavior. 

While accepting certain relevant points of views of the different schools, the authors also emphasize that, due 

to the classic schools’ different basic principles, their use and interpretation of the relevant categories and 

principles are not identical to the authors, and so they should clearly delimit from the terminology of classic 

schools their own use of these categories. This, however, could be properly done only through a full critical 

analysis of the categories in question together with a systematic demonstrative presentation of their own 

motive concept: but, unfortunately, this is not possible within the limited scope of the present paper. 

The authors hope that even if they could not provide a full discussion of the conceptual basis of their approach to 
motivation, they have nevertheless, succeeded in demonstrating the essence of their "discovery", which is the method of 

analysis itself. Their method, i.e., the identification and analysis of motives on the basis of speech constructions, can serve 
not only a social psychological analysis, but, as a rather precise tool for the uncovering of the causes of different conflicts 

and psychic disturbances, it promises to be also applicable in psychopathology as a diagnostic (and therapeutic) tool. 
Furthermore, as it can be easily acquired by practically any-one, their method could turn out to be highly useful in 
pedagogy to help in the identification of the motivational structure and the mobilizable inner need-structure of the 

individual.  (For the same reason, this analytic method can be applied in any other field where one intends to build on 
making people more interested.) Finally, as a tool to identify the motives that manifest themselves in literature, this 

method can be successfully applied in the psychology of arts, or in art-analysis when it is carried out from a psychological 
perspective, as well as in several other fields not mentioned here. 

 

Budapest, 1986 
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