
Social Flexibility is a resource as precious as oil or titanium and must be budgeted in appropriate ways,
to be spent (like fat) upon needed change . Broadly, the "eating up" of flexibility is due to regener-
ative (i .e ., escalating) subsystems within the civilization . It is, in the end, these that must be controlled .

It is worth noting here that flexibility is to specialization as entropy is to negentropy . Flexibility may
be defined as uncommitted potentiality for change .

A telephone exchange exhibits maximum negentropy, maximum specialization, maximum infor-
mation load, and maximum rigidity when all its circuits are in use and one more call would jam
the system . It exhibits maximum entropy and maximum flexibility when none of its pathways are com-
mitted . (In this particular example, the state of non-use is not a committed state . )
It will be noted that the budget of flexibility is multiplicative or fractionating (not subtractive,
as is a budget of money or energy) .

III . Distribution of Flexibility . Again following Ashby, the distribution of flexibility among
the many variables of a system is a matter of very great importance .

The healthy system, dreamed of above, may be compared to an acrobat on a high-wire . To
maintain the ongoing truth of his basic premise ("I am on the wire'' ), he must be free to move
from one position of instability to another, i .e ., certain variables such as the position of his
arms and the rate of movement of his arms must have great flexibility . which he uses to maintain the
stability of other more fundamental and general characteristics . If his arms are fixed or paralyzed
(isolated from communication), he must fall .

'In this connection, it is interesting to consider the ecology of our legal system . For obvious
reasons, it is difficult to control by law those basic principles upon which the social system de-
pends. Indeed, historically, the United States was founded upon the premise of freedom of reli-
gion and freedom of thought - the separation of Church and State being the classic example .

On the other hand, it is rather easy to write laws which shall fix the more episodic and superficial
details of human behavior . In other words, as laws proliferate, our acrobat is progressively
limited in his arm movement but is given free permission to fall off the wire .

Note, in passing, that the analogy of the acrobat can he applied at a higher level . During the
period when the acrobat is learning to move his arms in an appropriate way, it is necessary to have a
safety net under him, i .e ., precisely to give him the freedom to fall off the wire . Freedom and flexi-
bility in regard to the most basic variables may be necessary during the process of learning and creat-
ing the new system .

These are the paradoxes of order and disorder, which the ecological analyst and planner must
weigh .

Be all that as it may, it is at (cast arguable that the trend of social change in the last 100 years,
especially in the USA, has been towards an inappropriate distribution of flexibility among the
variables of our civilization . Those variables which should be flexible have been pegged, while
those which should be comparatively steady, changing only slowly, have been cast loose .

But still and all, the law is surely not the appropriate method of stabilizing the fundamental var-
iables. This must he done by the processes of education and character formation-those parts
of our social system which are currently and expectably undergoing maximum perturbation .

IV . Flexibility of Ideas . A civilization runs on ideas of all degrees of generality . These ideas
are present (some explicit, some implicit) in the actions and interactions of persons-some con-
scions and clearly defined, others vague, and many unconscious . Some of these ideas are wide-
ly shared, others differentiated in various subsystems of the society .

If a budget of flexibility is to be a central component of our understanding of how the envi-
ronment-civilization works and a category of pathology is related to unwise spending of this
budget, then surely the flexibility of ideas will play an important role in our theory and prac-
tice .

But frequency of validation of an idea within a given segment of time is not the same as proof
that the idea is either true or pragmatically useful over long time . We are discovering today
that several of the premises which are deeply ingrained in our way of life are simple, untrue and
become pathogenic when implemented with modern technology . (Several of these ecologic-
ally pathogenic ideas are marked with asterisks below . )

A few examples: "The Golden Rule," "an eye for an eye," and "Justice ."
"The commonsense of scarcity economics'' ° versus "the commonsense of affluence ."

"The name of that thing is "chair'' ° and many of the reifying° premises of language .

"The survival of the fittest ' versus "the survival of organism-plus-environment ."
Premises of aesthetics, mass production, ° challenge, pride,° etc ., etc .

The premises of transference, ideas about how character is determined, theories of education,
of all biological fields .

Patterns of personal relatedness, dominance, love, etc .

The ideas in a civilization are (like all other variables) interlinked, partly by some sort of psy- cho-logic and partly by perceptual consensus about the quasi-concrete effects of action .

It is characteristic of this complex network of determination of ideas (and actions) that particu-
lar links in the net are often weak but that any given idea or action is subject to multiple deter-
mination by many interwoven strands . We turn off the light when we go to bed, influenced
partly by ideas of privacy, partly to reduce sensory input, etc .

The result of this multiple determinism has been called "over-determinism" and is characteristic
of all biological fields-

Against this complex background it is not easy -to construct a theory of flexibility of ideas and to con-
ceive of a budget of flexibility .

There are, however, two clues to the major theoretical problem . Both of these are derived
from the stochastic process of evolution or learning whereby such interlocked systems of
ideas come into being. First we consider the ''natural selection'' which governs which ideas shall
survive longest, and second we shall consider host' this process sometimes works to create
evolutionary cul de sac .

(More broadly, we regard the grooves of destiny into which our civilization has entered as
a special case of evolutionary cul de sac . Courses which offered short-term advantages have
been adopted, have become rigidly programmed, and have begun to prove disastrous over
longer time. This is the paradigm for extinction by way of loss of flexibility. )

In a simple learning experiment (or any other experience), an organism, especially a human being,
acquires a vast variety of information . He learns something about the smell of the lab ; he learns
something about the patterns of the experimenter's behavior ; he learns something about his
own capacity to learn and how it feels to he ' right' or ' wrong he learns that there is ' right''
and "wrung" in the world . And so on .

If he now is subjected to another learning experiment (or experience), he will acquire some new
items of information ; some of the items of the first experiment will be repeated or affirmed ;
some will be contradicted .
In a word, some of the ideas acquired in the first experience will survive the second experience,
and natural selection will tautologically insist that those ideas which survive will survive longer than
those which do not survive .

But in mental evolution, there is also an economy of flexibility . Ideas which survive repeated
use are actually handled in a special way which is different from the way in which the mind hand-
les new ideas. The phenomenon of habit formation sorts out the ideas which survive repeated
use and puts them in a more or less separate category. These trusted ideas then become avail-
able for immediate use without thoughtful inspection, while the more flexible parts of the mind
can be saved for use on newer matters .

In other words, the frequency of use of a given idea becomes a determinant of its survival in
that ecology of ideas which we call Mind ; and beyond that the survival of a frequently used
idea is further promoted by the fact that habit formation tends to remove the idea from the
field of critical inspection .

But the survival of an idea is also certainly determined by its relations with other ideas . Ideas
may support or contradict each other ; they may combine more or less readily . They may in-
fluence each other in complex unknown ways in polarized systems .

Moreover, it is commonly the more generalized and abstract ideas that survive repeated use .
The more generalized ideas thus tend to become premises upon which other ideas depend . These
premises become relatively inflexible .

In other words, in the ecology of ideas there is an evolutionary process, related to the eco-
nomics of flexibility; and this process determines which ideas shall become hard-programmed .

The same process determines that these hard-programmed ideas become nuclear or nodal within
constellations of other ideas, because the survival of these other ideas depends on how they fit
with the hard-programmed ideas . It follows that any change in the hard-programmed ideas
may involve change in the whole related constellation .

(Analogous relations certainly obtain in the ecology of a redwood forest or a coral reef .
The most frequent or "dominant ° species are likely to be nodal to constellations of other
species, because the survival of a newcomer to the system will commonly be determined by
how its way of life fits with that of one or more dominant species .

In these contexts-both ecological and mental-the word "fit" is a low-level analogue of
"matching flexibility .")

V . Exercise of Flexibility . It is asserted above that the overall flexibility of a system depends
upon keeping many of its variables in the middle of their tolerable limits . But there is a partial
converse of this generalization :

Owing to the fact that inevitably mans' of the subsystems of the society are regenerative, the
system as a whole tends to "expand" into any area of unused freedom .

It used to be said that "Nature abhors a vacuum," and indeed something of the sort seems to he
true of unused potentiality for change in any biological system .

In other words, if a given variable remains too long at some middle value, other variables will
encroach upon its freedom, narrowing the tolerance limits until its freedom to move is zero,
or, more precisely, until any future movement can only be achieved at the price of disturb
ing the encroaching variables .

In other words, the variable which does not change its value becomes ipso facto hard-pro-
grammed. And, indeed, this way of stating the genesis of hard-programmed variables is only an-
other way of describing habit formation .

As a Japanese Zen master once told me, "To become accustomed to anything is a terrible thing ."

From all of this it follows that to maintain the flexibility of a given variable, either that flexibility must
be exercised, or the encroaching variables must he directly controlled.

We live in a civilization which seems to prefer prohibition prefer prohibition to positive requirement, and there-
fore we try to legislate (e .g., with anti-trust laws) against the encroaching variables ; and we try
to defend "civil liberties" by legally slapping the wrists of encroaching authority .

We try to prohibit certain prohibitions, but it might be more effective to encourage people to
know their freedoms and flexibilities and to use them more often .

Characteristically the exercise of even the physiological body, whose proper function is to maintain the
flexibility of many of its variables by pushing them to extreme values, becomes a "spectator sport,"
and the same is true of the flexibility of social norms . We go to the movies or the courts-or read news-
papers-for vicarious experience of exceptional behavior . And per contra, our flexible variables are
monstrously exercised in war and revolution .

(How did Ancient Rome prevent the Saturnalia from becoming addictive?)

VI . Applications. I shall now consider the thesis of Richard Sennett's book, The Uses of Dis-
order .

The book is about making mature human beings in city environments . He argues :

1 . At adolescence (and he is presumably but not explicitly concerned with male adolescence)
a person's powers of action are disproportionately great, compared with his experience . There
is thus a temptation to withdraw from action into a purified and simplified philosophy of life
which will avoid recognizing the rough-and-tumble which is life's fullness .

2. This purified and simplified philosophy, Sennett argues, is the theme of suburban middle
class life and of modern city planning, slum clearance . In general, the attempt to achieve clarity
in life plans and designs is an expression of this withdrawal .
3. In poverty-stricken and racially mixed neighborhoods, men grow up with multiple con-
tacts and multiple struggle . This makes for a greater richness in daily life-and perhaps for human
beings who did not need to erupt from time to time in major explosions of war .

This thesis is closely akin to what I have said above about the need to exercise the flexibility
of some of the variables which define an ecological system . But I suspect that Sennett may be
going too far . It is not the case that all variables and parameters must be flexible .

I argued above that (in the case of the acrobat) certain variables must be flexible in order that
other variables and parameters may remain more or less constant .

Flexibility is not an absolute value to be pursued for its own sake but is a necessary condition
for the survival and stability of certain other conditions of life .

Which conditions or parameters should we seek to perpetuate? Sennett recommends the use of
disorder for the preservation of some possibly higher order-hut the precise sort of order
which is to be preserved is undefined except by the contrast which Sennett draws between "adol-
escence" and "maturity ." The "disorder" of Sennett's ideal city is to shake people out of their
tendency to withdraw from the fullness of life into some sort of "head trip ."

As I read it (and I may he wrong), Sennett recommends an "ego trip" in the hurly burly of the
city as a cure for withdrawal into a head trip .

1 believe that this is only another way of avoiding the fullness of life, a way which is already
conventional in many parts of our civilization and a way which is already bankrupted by
the uses to which we put technology, when guided by competition and ego premises .

Alexander's book is a very different kettle of fish . He is concerned with minimizing the sorts
of misfit between a technological produce (a kettle or a city) and the uses of that product . He
does not discuss the effect of using his product upon the souls of the people who use it . The

book is, in fact, illustrated by an example in which Alexander works out in detail the steps for
designing an Indian village for 600 people . In this example, the whole complex detail of Hin-
doo culture is taken as given-as the condition to which the product must be adapted-and
which (therefore) will inevitably be perpetuated by the use of the product . We may pray for the
inhabitants of his village that the philosophy of life incorporated into it is not too full of
nonsense .

The question which I raised in discussing Sennett, "What variables should we preserve?" is simply
answered by Alexander in terms of the synchronic characteristics of the given culture at the given
moment. This would he fine and useful for the restructuring of Manhattan if we were dealing with
a problem of fitting plans to an already accepted and existing philosophy and way of life . Neverthe-
less, Alexander has contributed importantly to the techniques of planning and design .

I return to the question, "flexibility for what?" How should we identify the sacred?

The best answer I can give to this question is in terms of cultural transmission
. What little biology we know indicates that in all such systems, if there is a differentiation between reproduction and on-going

life (i .e., a differentiation between soma and germ plasm), then the relative stability of the latter is
essential. And all that was said above about the pathogenic result of the loss of flexibility goes to show
that these pathologies expectably hit those parts of our culture which are relatively unchanging in
other (healthier) cultures -i.e., the transmission system .

We return then to the old truisms that reproduction is (and "should" be) the spice of life -not
multiplication, but replication. And that, at the social level, the core institutions are the family,
the school and the church .

It is for these (or rather, the processes which these perform) that flexibility must be achieved and
maintained in the remainder of the system .

These should he (but today are not) the sources of delight .
It is conventionally assumed that family, school and church should be the backbone, the source of
rigidity in the community. This is upside down .

This paper has now opened more questions than I can answer . So I need your help-

BATESON CONTINUED

Marvels of enterprise, Portland, Oregon


	page 1

