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PREFACE

This work belongs to a trend of research initiated over 10 years
ago and directed toward the development of a scientific model of
cognitive psychotherapy. Throughout many years of clinical practice
and research, I have come to believe that a comprehensive model
of human psychopathology is essential for the elaboration of reliable
psychotherapeutic strategies. On the other hand, up to this moment
psychology has traditionally addressed clinical disturbances pri-
marily within a descriptive and dispositional framework whose
main aim was to reduce the complexity and variability of emotional
disorders by compressing them into a range of suitable terms and
labels. Even though in the last decade some brilliant and promising
cognitive approaches have made their appearance (Beck, 1976;
Dobson, in press; Goldfried, 1982; Guidano & Liotti, 1983; Mahoney,
1980, in press; Meichenbaum, 1977; Reda & Mahoney, 1984), the
psychotherapeutic field continues to be an ambiguous domain whose
scientific ground remains questionable.

Accordingly, I am convinced of the growing need for cognitive
psychologists to address more of their clinical research to the elab-
oration of a unitary, developmental, process-oriented model of
psychopathology. Such a model would seek to assess the processes
and conditions that give rise to specific individual knowledge or-
ganizations that when unbalanced, produce the patterns we com-
monly call clinical disturbances. In order to move in this direction,
however, I found it necessary to make some basic choices, from
both epistemological and methodological points of view.

Relevant to my epistemological premise are the limits inherent
to an empiricist—associationist paradigm—a model that still bears
so much influence on contemporary psychology. The shortcomings
of this paradigm primarily reside in an overly simplistic conception
of man and the world. If we assume that the order with which
we are acquainted is given and belongs as such to reality, then
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the human mind becomes simply a passive receptor of this outside
order and is determined by it more or less entirely (Bever, Fodor,
& Garrrett, 1968; Hayek, 1952; Liotti & Reda, 1981; Mahoney, 1984;
Weimer, 1977). This perspective, while presenting the indubitable
qualities of simplicity and parsimony, also has the undeniable
disadvantage of making all the more intractable the understanding
of higher mental processes that is essential to the elaboration of
any comprehensive model of psychopathology.

Over the last decade, primarily within the natural sciences, a
totally different perspective has emerged that might instead be
termed an “epistemology of complexity.” According to this per-
spective, the ordering of reality is an inherent principle of the
dynamics of life itself and therefore assumes growing forms of
complexity as it proceeds along the evolutionary scale (Atlan, 1979,
1981; Gould, 1977, 1980; Jantsch, 1980; Jantsch & Waddington,
1976; Morin, 1977; Prigogine, 1980; Weimer, 1982b). In this context,
complexity does not mean “complication,” which is a limit to knowl-
edge and understandability. This common meaning of the word
is applicable only if we take for granted that simplicity— that is,
to regard a living organism as a passive respondent to the
environment—is the “normal” form of reality. On the contrary,
to consider living organisms in terms of complexity means to em-
phasize from the very start their self-determination and self-or-
ganization, as well as the openness and plasticity of their evolu-
tionary and developmental pathways. One hardly needs to point
out that such an approach to human behavior is not a new theory
or discipline, but rather a way of seeing things—a paradigm or
reference frame in which already available observational and ex-
perimental data can be reconsidered in a more holistic and dynamic
perspective.

From a methodological point of view, a stance toward human
mental functioning in terms of complexity implies the assumption
of a systems/process-oriented methodology—that is, an approach
that not only takes into account the multiplicity of levels of analysis
within a complex unit but also attempts to grasp the network of
reciprocal intercorrelations underlying its wholeness (Lazslo, 1972,
1983; Lerner, Skinner, & Sorell, 1980; Levine, 1982; Sameroff, 1982).
Such analysis is purely structural and explanatory in nature, rather
than merely dispositional and descriptive like the ones commonly
employed in associationistic—behavioristic inquiry (Weimer, 1979,
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1984). From a methodological standpoint, the attainment of an
explanatory level is a fundamental problem of contemporary psy-
chology, as Weimer (1982b) has clearly stated:

Mature sciences are explanatory rather than descriptive. Explanation
consists in rendering intelligible how and why the phenomena within
a domain exhibit the properties that, descriptively, they do possess.
Science explains by conjecturing theories (either tacitly or in explicit,
after-the-fact construction) that tell why things must be as they are
observed to be. Psychologists, in contrast, have limited their accounts
to dispositional analysis of the psychological domain. Dispositional
analysis is at the best descriptive and cannot be considered explanatory.
Itis thus incumbent upon psychology to develop the sort of explanatory
theory that mature sciences possess—theories that will derive surface-
structure appearances lawfully from an abstract, deep-structural realm
that is causally productive of those appearances. (pp. 336-337)

This book, therefore, represents an account of a search for a de-
velopmental and unitary model of human psychopathology carried
out within the perspective of a systems/process-oriented approach
to organized complexity.

Part I is briefly concerned with the basic epistemological and
theoretical principles underlying the whole research. While Chapter
1 presents the important assumptions of an epistemology of com-
plexity and the derivative methodological principles relevant to a
systems approach, the following two chapters take into consideration
the fundamental theoretical aspects that can be deduced from such
epistemological underpinnings.

Chapter 2 introduces a perspective on knowledge processes
useful in trying to explain the progressive development of higher
levels of order and organized complexity usually exhibited by human
mental functioning. Weimer’s motor theory of the mind and Pri-
bram’s holographic model of information processing are the major
interlocking themes around which the whole prospect revolves.

As a conclusion to Part I, Chapter 3 addresses the question
of how a viewpoint based on complexity considers the self. Plainly,
the approach to the self is very dissimilar from proposed self-
concept theories whose basic attempt is to enlarge the empiri-
cist—associationistic paradigm through the inclusion of centralized
cognitive mediators of behavior (see Broughton & Reigel, 1977).
The main difference consists in regarding the self not as a self-
concept (i.e., like an entity connecting experience and behavior),
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but as a concept of selfhood continuously remodeling and restruc-
turing itself —that is, as a process accounting for the central feature
of human knowledge: its reflexive nature. Finally, since adequate
growth and integration of human knowledge is predicated on the
presence of others, Bowlby’s attachment theory is presented as
the basic thread integrating the development and organization of
personal reality.

Part I is dedicated to developmental and organizational models
that can be elaborated on the basis of the previously outlined
theoretical framework.

Chapter 4 proposes a unitary model of selthood development
that relies on a multilevel method of analysis. This model not only
attempts to take into consideration the interdependence between
cognitive growth and emotional differentiation but also describes
various family and environmental conditions that act on this
cognitive—emotional interdependence. In fact, clinical psychologists
are now more and more inclined to recognize the need to construct
integrative models in order to explain the interdependence between
affect and cognition (cf. Greenberg & Safran, 1984). In this per-
spective, and in accordance with other supporters of a systems
approach methodology (Sameroff, 1982), I believe that concepts
such as “scripts” (Abelson, 1981; Schank & Abelson, 1977) in general,
and “nuclear scripts” (Tomkins, 1978) in particular, represent
promising tools of integration that may serve to account for the
interaction between feeling and thinking throughout the devel-
opmental process. Clinical vignettes introduced in Chapter 4 and
continuing throughout the rest of the book are not intended to
give the reader detailed clinical or diagnostic descriptions, but
rather are meant to exemplify the developmental aspects of this
model through instances of real life.

To conclude Part II, Chapter 5 outlines the general structural
organization of knowledge processes that acquires increasing sta-
bility by the end of the maturational stages. The basic idea, and
the foundation for the subsequent chapters, is the concept of “per-
sonal cognitive organization,” that is, specific arrangement of per-
sonal meaning processes by which each individual is provided
with a sense of oneness and historical continuity in the course of
his/her lifespan. The most relevant difference between this and
other personality models is embodied in the fact that basic regulative
mechanisms are no longer connected to motivational aspects
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(whether meant as drives or hedonistic determinism) but to cognitive
aspects. Thus the essential mechanism of self-regulation is identified
by the tendency to maintain the systemic coherence of one’s personal
meaning processes. The resulting image of the human being is no
longer that of a hedonistic animal whose behavior is regulated
step-by-step by rewards and punishments, but rather that of an
epistemologic animal whose adaptive adequacy coincides with the
effectiveness of his/her understanding of self and reality.

Lastly, Part III is entirely devoted to the exposition of a de-
velopmental, process-oriented model of psychopathology consistent
with the theoretical and methodologic principles expressed in the
preceding parts.

Chapter 6 examines the general patterns and processes that,
during the maturational stages, contribute to the development of
personal cognitive organizations marked by a high degree of internal
incongruities and therefore particularly subject to the specific dis-
equilibriums known as clinical disorders. Chapters 7, 8, 9, and 10
analyze in greater detail the four types of personal cognitive or-
ganization most frequently found in psychotherapeutic practice—
depressive, phobic, eating disorders, and obsessive organizations.
Developmental and organizational aspects of each of these are
considered with special emphasis on the fact that the onset of a
cognitive dysfunction is always related to exceedingly rigid and
stereotyped mechanisms of maintenance of one’s systemic coher-
ence.

Chapter 11 concludes Part Ill with an outline of some general
principles of lifespan developmental psychopathology. In particular,
the growing sense of irreversibility in one’s temporal becoming, which
is progressively observed during the course of an individual lifespan,
is believed to be at the origin of deep, challenging transformations
in one’s personal reality. Additionally, the effect of such transfor-
mations may be to facilitate the onset of clear-cut clinical syndromes
in personal cognitive organizations that may lie on a narrow-margin
equilibrium.

As a conclusion to the book, I have outlined some fundamental
principles of psychotherapeutic strategy that can be deduced on
the basis of this model of psychopathology.

V.E G
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Any attempt to conceive persons completely as a kind of
thing in the world persisting through time will come up
against this obstacle. The self that appears to the subject
seems to disappear under external analysis.—Nagel (1979)
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTORY NOTES ON SELF-ORGANIZED
COMPLEXITY AND A SYSTEMS APPROACH

. . . the living being from the bacterium to homo sapiens, obeys a
particular logic according to which the individual, though ephemeral,
singular, and marginal, considers itself the center of the world. All
others are excluded from the individual’s ontological site, including
homozygous twins, congeners, felowmen. According to a law of
exclusion that brings to mind Pault’s principle, this egocentricity,
which excludes from itself all other beings, this computation and
ethos for the self furnishes the logical, organizational, and existential
definition of the concept of subject.—Morin (1981)

In the last decade, an evolutionary, holistic, and process-oriented
perspective to living systems has directed special attention to such
concepts as hierarchical organization, temporal becoming, and dy-
namic equilibrium. This focus has led to the conceptualization of
the human knowing system as a self-referent, organized complexity
whose distinctive hallmark is its self-organizing ability (Atlan, 1981;
Jantsch, 1980; Jantsch & Waddington, 1976; Laszlo, 1972, 1983;
Nicolis & Prigogine, 1977; Prigogine, 1980; Varela, 1979; Weimer,
1982a, 1983).

The essential feature of this perspective considers the self-
organizing ability of a human knowing system as a basic evolutionary
constraint that, through the maturational ascension of higher cog-
nitive abilities, progressively structures a full sense of self-identity
with inherent feelings of uniqueness and historical continuity. The
availability of this stable and structured self-identity permits con-
tinuous and coherent self-perception and self-evaluation in the
face of temporal becoming and mutable reality. For this reason,
the maintenance of one’s perceived identity becomes as important
as life itself; without it the individual would be incapable of proper
functioning and would lose, at the same time, the very sense of
reality. '
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A self-organized knowing system is autonomous for at least
two fundamental reasons. First, one’s perceived self-identity is not
simply received from an external reality already “objectively” or-
dered, but is actively constructed by the knowing subject who
produces his/her own identity by ordering ongoing experience
according to available information-processing capabilities. Thus,
the world is interpreted and dealt with differently not only in
relation to one’s distinct personality organization, but also in ref-
erence to the particular developmental stage in which an individual
is currently functioning.

Secondly, all the possible pressures for change that emerge
as a consequence of the ongoing assimilation of experience are
subordinate to the maintenance’ of one’s identity—the fundamental
self-organizing invariant. Though one experiences changes in his/
her “parts” throughout the lifespan, the individual as a whole main-
tains his/her perceived identity over time. Maintenance takes place
through the individual’s “autopoietic activity”—a concept derived
from autopoiesis, a Greek word meaning self-production or self-
renewal (Varela, 1979; Zeleny, 1981). That is, through an ongoing,
generative process of self-renewal, perturbations arising from ex-
changes with the world are transformed into more complex and
integrated levels of self-identity and self-consciousness.

The notion of autonomous computation arising from this context
seems particularly important. If autonomy is defined in terms of
“systemic self-reference,” it can be easily distinguished from the
usual metaphysical definitions in terms of “freedom,” “indeter-
minacy,” or “irrationality.” Thus, in order to maintain or renew
itself, a self-organized complexity needs nothing else but reference
to itself.

The consequent differentiation between autonomy (“self-law”)
and allonomy (“external law”) could hold special relevance for a
better understanding of current debates between different trends
in cognitive psychology. An autonomous system such as the human
mind, unlike an input—output device, is a self-referent individual
unit of perception and action that maintains internally generated
reference levels (Varela, 1976a). Therefore, above all it refers to a
function coming from itself and is not aimed at the production of
any specific output. Instead, it is concerned with its own self-
maintenance and self-renewal.

In contrast, an allonomous input—output processing system
(e.g., a computer) relies on a function coming from the outside—
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a program—in order to produce some specific output. A computer,
therefore, besides having a very limited ability to reconstruct and
renew itself, has an allonomous computation because it produces
experience whose meaningfulness is defined by external parameters
and consequently is subordinate to-the production of something
different from itself. This is why, according to Pask (1981), there
should be no need to ask ourselves why there are self-referent,
autopoietic systems—they are the units of reality. The cogent ques-
tion is whether there are any allopoietic systems except those en-
gendered and engineered by the static artifice of a “program” (p.
301).

On the other hand, viewing a human knowing system as a
self-organized complexity is not at all a sort of new theory or
discipline, but rather a paradigm—that is, a conceptual framework
to understand the recursive intercorrelation that connects each part
of the system to the others. Indeed, the Latin word complexus
originally meant “different elements interlaced together to form a
single fabric.” Therefore, the paradigm of complexity, by defining
the wholeness of a system in terms of self-organization, recur-
siveness, dynamic equilibrium, and so on, aims essentially at trans-
forming the study of holism and wholeness into a legitimate field
of inquiry for the natural sciences. Such an approach also represents
a clear demarcation from the metaphysical notions frequently em-
ployed in its study thus far.

Finally, once a complexity perspective is adopted, a systems/
process-oriented approach consequently becomes a preferential
methodology of inquiry in order to grasp the network of reciprocal
correlations underlying wholeness. Therefore, in the sections that
follow, I shall briefly explain the main theoretical and methodological
aspects to which I have tried to adhere during the course of this
whole exposition.

EVOLUTIONARY EPISTEMOLOGY

In recent years, epistemology (the study of knowledge processes
and knowing systems) has progressively become a discipline unto
itself, consistent with the characteristics of the scientific method.
However, it does not seem as yet to have influenced psychologists
as much as one might have expected. The reason for this is probably
that in keeping with the prevailing empiricist—behavioristic per-
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spective, which reduces the study of psychology to the description
of interactions between organism and environment, many psy-
chologists are still convinced that questions regarding the origin
and nature of knowledge belong solely to such fields as philosophy
and metaphysics.

In contrast, Weimer (1982b), has suggested that epistemology,
having supplied a true falsifiable approach for understanding the
nature of our knowledge as well as the manner of its acquisition,
should be considered with full right one of the psychological sciences.
In particular the branch called evolutionary epistemology seems
to hold special relevance for cognitive psychology. The application
of an evolutionary perspective to the growth of knowledge seems
to reveal that knowledge itsélf—being the emerging result of bi-
ological and adaptive processes—has evolved along with other
aspects of life (Campbell, 1974; Lorenz, 1973; Piaget, 1971; Popper,
1972; Popper & Eccles, 1977).

In other words, within an adaptive perspective, “knowledge”
becomes a biological as well as psychological process and is defined
once and for all as a specific field of natural science. I also am in
agreement with Weimer (1982b) in asserting that evolutionary ep-
istemology should form the basis for any consistent cognitive psy-
chology methodology. This would, not only help resolve some of
the debated issues concerning the relationship between knowledge
and reality, but would also tend to elucidate the higher, self-or-
ganized role that knowledge progressively assumes as a result of
an increase in evolutionary complexity. Additionally, this would
serve to point the way to further inquiry. Let us consider for a
moment the general characteristics of these aspects.

The notion that knowledge structures are evolutionary patterns
of information gathering and processing, progressively scaffolded
in response to challenging environmental pressures, implies that
the organism’s activity is the key feature of its interaction with the
world (Popper, 1975).

All organisms are problem solvers. They are constantly engaged, day
and night, in solving many problems. Of course, they are unconscious
problem solvers. . . . All these problems have a direction: they are
all attempts to anticipate the future. . . . Thus, from a very early
stage, ‘problem solving and anticipation or theory construction about
the environment play a central part in the behavior of organisms.
They remain central throughout the whole range of higher organisms;



INTRODUCTORY NOTES 7

especially, of course, of higher animals, including man. (Popper,
1982, pp. 45-46)

Since ordering and decoding are the essential devices for effective
survival, knowledge evolution appears as an unfolding process,
characterized by the progressive scaffolding of even more complex
environment-modeled templates capable of ordering and decoding
ongoing experience. In short, organisms are “theories of their en-
vironment”, as Weimer (1975) cogently put it.

All this, of course, implies a dramatic change in our traditional
viewpoint of the relationship between knowledge and reality.
Knowledge can no longer be regarded as an approximation to
truth—thatis, as a step forward in grasping an ultimate and certain
reality—since knowledge simply expresses a specific relationship
between knower and known (Sameroff, 1982).

Hence, this world of ours, no matter how we structure it, no matter
how well we manage to keep it stable with permanent objects and
recurrent interactions, is by definition a world codependent with our
experience, and not the ontological reality of which philosophers and
scientists alike have dreamed. (Varela, 1979, p. 275)

Therefore, knowledge, being a theory of the environment to which
the organism has adapteds always reflects the specific self-referent
constraints through which the organism scaffolds its own reality.
As Aaronson (1972) points out, we structure the world in terms
of our body image; we are three-dimensional organisms charac-
terized by front—back, right—left, and top—bottom, and we structure
space in terms of height, width, and depth. Moreover, having a
sense of self that is perceived as individuality and uniqueness, we
are similarly led to consider entirely natural the ordering of reality
within a set of circumscribed entities to which we attribute such
individuality. These become all the more meaningful to us when
we attribute to them the same kind of phenomena that we experience
directly, that is, drives and intentions. In other words, the tendency
to scaffold ongoing experience in an anthropomorphic form is
apparently just as natural to us as it is to attribute spatial qualities
to the surrounding world.

In an evolutionary epistemology perspective, knowledge and
mindlike behaviors appear to be an immanent quality of every
living system, capable of assuming different levels of organized
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complexity according to their respective evolutionary levels. As
Pribram (1980a)- clearly argues:

Mind so defined, is an emergent property of information processing
by the brain much as wetness is an emergent property of the ap-
propriate organization of hydrogen and oxygen into water, and gravity
is an emergent property of the organization of matter into interacting
masses. (p. 60)

If mind appears to be distributed along a continuum ranging from
early rudimentary exploratory behaviors to human self-conscious-
ness, then evolution emerges as an essential regulation strategy
aimed at achieving stability in an ever-changing environment
through attainment of more complex levels of autonomous, self-
referent functioning. In other words, organized complexity and
self-organization seem to have been interwoven ever since their
first appearance and, consequently, the specific patterns and pro-
cesses underlying the emergence of our perceived identity can be
confidently regarded as stemming from the evolutionary and sys-
temic constraints underlying our mental processing.

Selfhood is a necessary consequence of structurally complex systems
that satisfy certain constraints. That we know selves as embodied by
the highest primates is, in effect, due to local factors in this region
of universe; selves could be embodied quite differently. (Weimer,
1982b, p. 352)

HIERARCHICAL ORGANIZATION AND
COALITIONAL CONTROL

The evolution of autonomous, self-organizing units is made possible
by the parallel structuring of hierarchical systems whose level of
organization varies according to the corresponding level of organized
complexity achieved by the system (cf. Pattee, 1973). An organization
consists of a multilevel ensemble of reciprocally interacting sub-
systems differentiated on the basis of their structure and function,
and hierarchically arranged to ensure the system a level of coor-
dination and integration necessary for the maintenance of its in-
dividuality. The exclusive preeminence acquired by hierarchical
organizations in the course of evolution of living systems can be
readily explained with the consideration that such organizations
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are able to provide a system with greater plasticity and adaptive
adequacy toward a dynamic, continuously changing environment.

Systems that are based on hierarchies are much more stable, because
failure in organization will not destroy the whole system but only
decompose it to the next stable subsystem level. As a consequence,
instead of starting all over again, the process of complexification can
start from the stable subsystem level and reconstitute the loss in a
much shorter period of time. (Sameroff, 1982, p. 97)

Furthermore, what characterizes the degree of flexibility and plas-
ticity of a system is the way control is distributed within its hi-
erarchical organization. The more a system exhibits decentralized
control instead of a single “executive” center, the more likely it is
that continuous shiftings in the relations among subsystems will
occur, allowing them to modify their reciprocal cooperation in a
variety of ways depending on the context or sphere of action in-
volved. No wonder, then, that the emergence of higher, self-or-
ganized units accompanied by even more sophisticated patterns
of decentralization make the human knowing system one of the
most admirable and complex examples of coalitional control of a
hierarchical organization (Shaw & McIntyre, 1974).

The person (CNS) as a whole seems to be a coalition of (perhaps)
hierarchical structures, somehow allied together but with no single
locus in ultimate control, even when observable behavior appears to
be exclusively occupied with one task, or when conscious awareness
says “I am in charge.” There is cooperation and mutual coordination,
a context of interacting constraint, but no single control center. De-
centralization of control is one of the definitive properties of coalitions.
A second is the lack of a determinantly specifiable boundary between
the coordinated systems. Clearly perception is not memory or lo-
comotion, but one cannot sharply separate any of the three. Thus
the boundaries of a coalition both as a whole and within itself are
intrinsically “fuzzy.” A third crucial property is that coalitional struc-
tures are superadditive. As the Gestalt phrase goes, the whole is
more than the additive sum of its parts. What the coalition can “do”
is vastly greater than any of its components, even when the latter
are individually summed up. (Weimer, 1983, p. 15)

What methodological framework can be adopted from a perspective
where mind is seen as a multilevel coalition of quite independent,
though interlocked, self-referent structures and processes? In order
to address the productivity, multilinearity, and multidirectionality
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of human knowing processes, it has been suggested that an adequate
systems approach methodology will have to be based upon a multiple
level of analysis (Lerner et al., 1980; Levine, 1982; Sameroff, 1982).
In other words, the researcher will have to be able to operate, at
any time, simultaneously on different levels of analysis, both in
selecting significant observational data and in testing hypotheses
arising from attempts to find adequate explanations for such data.

DYNAMIC EQUILIBRIUM AND DIALECTICAL
GROWTH

A self-organized unit may be viewed as a growing system whose
lifespan development is regulated by the principle of orthogenetic
progression; meaning that the system proceeds toward more in-
tegrated levels of structural order and complexity (Werner, 1948,
1957).

This conception of living systems, in spite of being supported
by experience and common sense, typically, has been met with
skepticism by the scientific community. This fact can be largely
attributed to the pervasive influence of the thermodynamic principles
of classical physics that hold just the opposite view—that is, that
a physical system left to itself, in time faces growing disorder and
final disintegration. As a consequence of this adherence to the
classic physics paradigm (which is more or less tacitly endorsed
by most traditional psychological trends), the consideration of di-
rectionality and generative progression in development has been
excluded. By and large, development has characteristically been
depicted as a sort of passive and cumulative process regulated at
any. moment by contingency relationships established with the
environment.

In the last 15 years, the development of irreversible thermo-
dynamics of self-organizing units has provided support for an
alternative conception of physical and biological systems (Brent,
1978b; Nicolis & Prigogine, 1977; Prigogine, 1976, 1978, 1980). Ac-
cording to this view, the key property underlying autonomy of
any form of self-organization resides in a system’s ability to turn
into self-referent order the randomness of perturbations coming
either from the environment or from internal oscillations (“order-
from-noise” principle; Atlan, 1981).
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The temporal evolution of a human knowing system also ap-
pears to possess a generative, nonlinear directionality marked by
the discontinuous emerging of more complex and integrated levels
of self-identity and self-consciousness. The principle underlying
this dynamic equilibrium has been termed “order through fluc-
tuations,” for higher order patterns emerge through the assimilation
of disequilibriums (fluctuations) arising from interaction with the
environment. Each time a fluctuation becomes amplified to such
an extent that it oversteps the existing range of stability, the emerging
disequilibrium drives the system in the direction of restructuring
its self-referent ordering processes.

The crucial feature of a self-stabilizing system is found not so
much in the preservation of homeostatic, circular equilibrium, but
rather in the maintenance of the coherence of one’s ordering processes
by means of continuous equilibrium restructurings. I agree with
Dell (1982) who contends that an adequate systems approach
methodology aimed at understanding the temporal stability of
a self-organizing unit should seek to replace the concept of ho-
meostasis with one of mainténance of systemic coherence.

Finally, it is important to point out that the notion of order
through fluctuations clearly implies the constant presence of a
rhythmic and essential tension among simultaneous but opponent
processes of maintenance and change. Indeed, “opponent process
regulation” seems to be a distinctive hallmark of human knowing
systems and can be regarded as a logical consequence of their
coalitional control (Weimer, 1983). Within a multilevel ensemble
of differentiated but interconnected processes, decentralization of
control can more conveniently take place if the opponent ordering
processes come to regulate each other through complementary
relationships. Though distinct, these relationships mutually specify
and control one another. Oscillations and contradictions that con-
stantly emerge from this network of opponent—complementary
relationships lead the system to restructure its equilibrium in order
to maintain its internal coherence. Since any self-organizing system
evolves toward greater complexity and structural order by assim-
ilating its own incongruities and contradictions, growth and de-
velopment are inherently dialectical (Lerner & Busch-Rossnagel,
1981; Lerner et al., 1980; Riegel, 1976, 1979; Sameroff, 1982).

As a result, an adequate systems approach strategy to study
the essential tension between opponent processes requires that
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the investigator be able to view the binary oppositions exhibited
by an organized complexity as irreducible components of the system.
Thus, instead of looking at each of the opponent polarities in
search of the true one, the investigator, through the reconstruction
of patterns of recursive circularity among polarities, can formulate
a hypothesis about the kind of internal coherence exhibited by the
system (Pattee, 1982; Varela, 1976b, 1984).

TEMPORAL BECOMING AND THE
HISTORICAL DIMENSION

Becoming is a passage from the future to the past. It is located at the
present.—Watanabe (1972)

The orthogenetic progression of a self-organizing system unfolds
embracing an irreversible temporal direction. According to Prigogine
(1973), “irreversibility” should be understood as a symmetry-
breaking process—that is, a break of the symmetry between past
and future. With irreversibility we enter the domain of processes
and the world becomes historic, resting on a temporal order—
that is, the time direction from the past into the future. We experience
this order as the “objective” temporal dimension—something be-
longing to reality rather than just to our subjective sense.

Perception of an irreversible directedness of time is essential
in the structuring of human experience. This perception forms the
foundation of our sense of causality and its characteristic direc-
tionality, which always has the cause preceding the consequence,
never vice versa. The evolutionary meaning of such temporal or-
dering can be readily grasped when we consider that a sense of
direction, either from past to present or present to future, is a
fundamental requisite for developing effective goal-seeking behavior.
As Atlan (1979) pointed out, the principle of irreversibility of time
corresponds to the principle of primacy of action in adaptive pro-
cesses.

Even in structuring a relationship with time, the progressive
autonomy of a self-organized complexity from its environment is
matched by the establishment of an autonomous inner world. In
fact, the ontogeny of a self-organizing unit begins with the system’s
ability to extract meaningful information from the perceived temporal
flux, and to scaffold this information into its individual temporal
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order. In other words, throughout the developmental lifespan,
time directedness is projected into cognitive processes. This brings
forth an internal structural transformation of time by which each
human knowing system has its own inner “subjective” time, flowing
parallel and interwoven with the perceived “objective” temporal
order.

Moreover, by considering the entire lifespan development of
a human knowing system, changes can be identified in its subjective
experience of time similar to Prigogine’s symmetry-breaking
processes—that is, progressive irreversible differentiations between
one’s sense of past and future. Indeed, each lifespan starts with
virtual total temporal symmetry—an exclusive sense of present in
infancy and childhood stemming from an immediate experiencing
of oneself and reality. Only after adolescence does breaking give
way to a growing distinction between past and future. Through
the discontinuous emergence of further symmetry-breaking pro-
cesses, individual temporal becoming unfolds, leading to a pro-
gressive restructuring of the subjective experience of past and
future. Needless to say, any transformation in one’s experiencing
of existential time produces a new space—time dimension and con-
sequently initiates considerable changes in one’s sense of self and
the world. These changes have great influence on the oscillations
and the course of the subsequent lifespan. Temporal evolution is
open not only in regard to its products, but also in relation to the
rules of the game it develops (Jantsch, 1980).

If we consider a human being as not only a knowing system,
but also as a historical knowing system, the immediate methodological
consequence is that a systems approach should employ a lifespan
developmental perspective. This is because the systemic coherence of
any self-organizing unit can be understood only by taking into
consideration the system’s starting boundary conditions and its
subsequent developmental pathway.

Having related the essentials of a systems/process-oriented
approach, the next two chapters shall complete our account of the
theoretical perspective that occupies Part I of this book. The first
of these chapters is an analysis of patterns and processes that
characterize human knowledge, whereas the second focuses on
epistemological principles and psychological processes underlying
the development and maintenance of the self—that is, who has
that knowledge.



CHAPTER TWO

A MOTOR-EVOLUTIONARY PERSPECTIVE
ON HUMAN KNOWLEDGE

Once one abandons simpleminded perspectives such as behaviorism
or information theory, it becomes obvious that the human higher
mental processes are among the most complex and intractable
problems known to man. Even the simplest behaviors are the result of
enormously complex and abstract causal processes that result, in last
analysis, from the central nervous system’s ability to structure and
restructure its own activity. — Weimer (1974)

£

MOTOR THEORIES OF THE MIND

Rather than being a mere reflection of a reality given to us by the
external world, the familiar order and regularity of our phenomenal
experience—including the richness of our sensory experiences—
are the product of the active, self-referent capabilities of the human
mind. Therefore, the sensory order can best be understood as a
self-organized, classifying-decoding mechanism that orders and
stabilizes the ongoing inflow through the detection of the highly
abstract patterns of its own activity. These patterns of regularity
are termed sensory qualities. In Pribram’s words (1982b): “Brain,
by organizing the input from the physical world, as obtained through
the senses, constructs mental properties” (p. 29).

Hayek (1978), with his notion of the “primacy of the abstract,”
has emphasized that the richness of the sensory world we experience
is not the starting point from which the mind derives abstractions.
Conversely, it is the product of a great range of abstractions that
the mind must possess in order to be capable of experiencing that
richness of detail. What has been taken for granted in explaining
the functioning of the mind—that the concrete seems primary
while the abstract appears to be derived from it—appears to be
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CHAPTER NINE

THE EATING DISORDERS
COGNITIVE ORGANIZATION

I think I like myself, but I'm not so sure I have good taste.—Altan’

The oneness of personal meaning processes in eating disorder-
prone individuals stems from a blurred perceived sense of the self
and organizes itself around deep boundaries that oscillate between
an absolute need for significant others’ approval and the fear of
being intruded upon or disconfirmed by significant others. The
relevant feature of this kind of organizational pattern is a marked
tendency to alter the body image through dysfunctional eating
patterns (anorexia, obesity, bulimia, binge—purge syndrome,
thin—fat people’s syndrome, etc.). These patterns emerge in response
to any perceived disequilibrium between the previously mentioned
opponent emotional polarities (Bruch, 1973, 1978, 1980; Guidano,
in press; Guidano & Liotti, 1983; Minuchin, Rosman, & Baker,
1978; Selvini-Palazzoli, 1978).

INVARIANT ASPECTS OF DYSFUNCTIONAL
PATTERNS OF ATTACHMENT

So variegated a range of clinical disorders may originate from a
number of possible dysfunctional patterns of attachment. For a
clearer exposition, therefore, the invariant aspects that underlie
the variability of the surface features that these patterns can assume
will be directly analyzed.

The most remarkable element of the developmental pathway
of an eating disorder P.C.Org. consists of the fact that these invariant
aspects, in combining with each other, produce a specific discrepant
experience in the child’s unfolding sense of self. On the one hand,
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