
 

 
 
Chapter 5 

Theory, language and intuition1
 

Dr. Bernd A. Schmid. 

Like other theoretical systems, T.A. attempts to express recurring forms of 
living experience in such a way as to make it easier for others to give structure 
to their experiences. Things get problematic when this means of communica- 
tion (e.g. the concept of ego states) is taken for reality, and suggestions based 
on earlier experience become instructions for coping with new generations 
(such as always making non-suicide contracts with potentially suicidal peo- 
ple). In short, T.A. is in danger of slipping into the Parent ego state and of 
being passed on to Adapted Child. What probably happens even more often 
is that people make contact with T.A. and then transfer it from their own 
Adapted or Rebellious Child into the Parent ego state.  

If we take alienation to mean the power that what humans produce yield 
over human beings, our language expresses alienation when we discuss at the 
level where we make remarks such as "What can T.A. do?" or "What harm 
can T.A. do?". Obviously, people are the only active subjects, ethically 
responsible for their actions. In this sense it is very important to me to shift 
the accents in my definition of self as follows: from being a transactional 
analyst I am developing into a person who is also a psychotherapist and who 
at the same time takes great pleasure in employing Transactional Analysis. 
The subtitle of a book by Robert Mager states: "Someone who doesn't 
know where he's going shouldn't be surprised at arriving somewhere else!" 
This book is concerned with defining goals within the scope of programmed 
learning, and to me it symbolizes a period in which people thought that 
human learnig processes could be divided into fixed sequences of steps with 
fully operationally defined goals, and that devices could be tailor-made to 
attain these goals. A complex process of human development was reduced to 
such learning processes, as could be carried out in the way a calculating 
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part in my work. 
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machine works. As a protest against such a one-sided orientation, German 
groups resorted to attempting to live in the here and now, guided as far as 
possible by their own feelings. It has since become clear that meaningful 
experience and giving structure to the here and now are indissolubly 
linkedwith an understanding of the past and orientation towards the 
future. 
Action, with the underlying idea that we can accomplish something, is the 
way towards being, when understood as a momentary stage in a process of 
growth. So, coming from one place we are challenged to orientate ourselves 
towards another; a process in which we can only find what we are looking for 
or what our minds are open to. 
Being, in the sense of living, integrates three elements:  
1. Liberation from script behaviour and experience, i.e. overcoming rigid 

states or stereotype repetition of experience and behaviour patterns. 
2. Orientating behaviour and experience towards something; this process 

cannot be divided basically into end and means, but involves a growing 
structure whose final form is unknown: we can merely find out and decide 
whether we are still actively growing. 

3. Our link in this process with other people and in fact with the evolution of 
our planet. 

The common ground in this process is based on shared experience and 
orientation. There are signs that we sense common ground immediately, but 
proceed on the assumption that two people achieve this by agreeing on their 
respective experience and orientation. Such agreement requires symboliza- 
tion of one's own experience and orientation - an attempt, then, to draw 
map of one's own experience for the other party, or to produce a map of his 
experience on the basis of external observations.  
People think they understand each other when they have agreed about 
maps. They feel united by their experiences, they feel they are moving 
through the same landscape. The more people recognize their own expe- 
rience and orientation in the map, the greater the extent to which experience 
is taken for 'truth'. The map is not the landscape (Gregory Bateson), and 
what we are agreeing on is much less than the individual's diversity of 
experience. 
Mutual human communication is greatly enriched by the many forms of 
non-verbal communication, colloquial and literary language. We should not 
attempt to standardize this language according to a scientific or philosophical 
points of view; on the contrary, such impoverishment should be countered. 
We therapists claim to guide others through their own territory. To be on 
the safe side we must assume that even though we share the same outer world, 
the other person's inner experience is quite different; he is consequently in a 
world of his own. This claim of ours to be professional guides requires us to be 
particularly aware of our own orientation and of the way we intend to offer 
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our services as guides. 
In order to learn our profession, we study with experienced guides who in 
their turn have learned from other experienced guides. We acquire a wide 
variety of active knowledge about our task by drawing on the direct exper- 
ience of our teachers. We also amass a collection of maps in which recurring 
features encountered by previous explorers are represented; navigation 
techniques are described, and formulas and abbreviations typical for records 
of this kind are adopted. This results in an extensive collection of maps and 
in a technical vocabulary, enabling us to draw new maps in keeping with 
relevant situations. It also results in descriptions of navigation techniques 
designed to help others find the right course. However, it is often the 
illustrations that have turned the experience and actions of seasoned T.A. 
teachers into products.  

The theories and technical terms so developed are therefore a highly 
specialized and schematic manner of discussing human experience and 
behaviour, and of dealing with them therapeutically: they are formulas on 
which we have agreed because they are useful. They provide a comparable 
frame of reference from which it is possible to conduct therapy, to teach 
and to supervise 'objectively'. Objectively means intersubjectively; we have 
agreed on a grid with which we can measure and analyse ourselves and 
others. However, we should not forget that this grid represents the lowest 
common denominator. 

To be quite honest, the task of guiding someone through his own territory 
is a highly complex affair. In therapeutic interaction with that person we 
draw a map (1) of our own experience, (2) of the other person's map of his 
own experience and (3) of the other person's map of our experience. We then 
relate all this material to our theoretical grid, constantly matching everything 
in the course of interaction. It is therefore a highly complex process which 
cannot be mastered just by Adult ego functions. We consequently restrict our 
theoretical language to expressing aspects of this complex matter for teach- 
ing and mutual supervision schematically, taking care not to confuse these 
formulas with complex reality itself. Since they are basically always too 
simple, it is tempting to draw a better picture of the structure of the complex 
landscape by making the maps more and more complicated; but complicated 
theories often only prevent us from seeing that a map is not the same as a 
landscape, and that the variety in a landscape is always infinitely greater than 
a map of it. If we are to orientate ourselves notwithstanding, we need 
intuition. A pragmatic definition of intuition according to Eric Berne is that 
it is knowledge based on experience gained from sensory contact with the 
object, without the intuitive subject's being able to say exactly how he arrives 
at his conclusions. In his essay on "The Essence of Intuition", Berne de- 
scribes intuitive processing of perceptions whereby pre-conceived sensory 
impressions concentrated below the level of consciousness, are fitted toge- 
ther to form an impression and automatically made available. This impres- 
sion is offered to our consciousness in the form of symbols. This 
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symbolization can be non-verbal or verbal (for example, I can envisage a 
hopelessly clumsy waiter, or get the impression of a child thrashing about in a 
tantrum, or think of the phrase 'a pain in the neck'). Verbal symbolization 
can be chosen from the entire range of colloquial speech (pain in the neck) or 
expressed in professional jargon ('angry wrongdoer', or Victim on the social 
level, Persecutor on the psychological level). When therapists are trained to 
use a particular vocabulary and theory, their intuition makes more and more 
use of theoretical concepts, technical jargon and symbolic schemes, enabling 
them to place the observed phenomena in a particular frame of reference.  

A substantial part of T. A. training thus involves symbolizing our intuitive 
knowledge in appropriate language for the Adult ego state where necessary. 
This facilitates technical communication within this frame of reference. This, 
in turn, helps individuals to direct their intuition with the aid of T.A. 
concepts and when in doubt, also to question experience with, and adoption 
of, such concepts. In my opinion therapeutic competence is essentially a 
matter of liberating and directing a person's intuitive capacity, the Adult ego 
state following the process attentively but not, as a rule, controlling it. The 
reciprocal effect of intuitive action and discussion in professional jargon 
paves the way towards a state in which intuitive dealings with the diverse 
aspects of life can be combined with intensified use of the appropriate 
language. 

Eric Berne postulates this as follows: "Together, intuitive methods, by 
opening up more possibilities, and scientific thought, by offering more 
certainty, are the basis of creative action."  

I will close with some remarks on the handling of theories, language and 
procedures in the system of Transactional Analysis.  

In contrast to, say, the language of psychoanalysis, transactional analysis 
offers a vocabulary which in its simplified form is already close to experience 
and action-orientated. By that token it also unfolds in differentiated theoreti- 
cal aspects. This makes for a smooth transition from simple behaviour 
theory to complex depth psychology, facilitating their joint application in 
everyday life and in psychotherapy. The beginner will soon be able to analyse 
experience and behaviour by means of verbal formulas which he or she can 
grasp. Since T.A. vocabulary matches the level of a child's theoretical 
comprehension, theoretical knowledge and understanding are brought close 
together, and co-operation (from A, and A2) of intuition and mental control 
becomes easier. Easier theoretical access for patients and laymen will prevent 
technical vocabulary from being misused as an instrument of superior 
knowledge. Apart from the advantages of simple, plausible formulas, there 
is a risk, as I have already mentioned, of reducing complex reality to such 
formulas. 

Most of the great T.A. teachers keep to simple basic structures in their 
application of theory. There would be little gain from attempts to approach 
complex reality by making theory more complicated. We must therefore 
avoid over-differentiation, not because of our naivety but because of our 
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insight into the complexity of life. We ought to carry on with the training 
policy that does not require candidates to reproduce vast amounts of know- 
ledge, but rather to prove themselves personally competent and able to give a 
plausible explanation for their work within the frame of reference of transac- 
tional analysis. 
Owing to the development of widely differing schools and theoretical 
systems and procedures from the various fields of practice, the aspiring 
transactional analyst will learn to choose his figures and theories as the 
situation dictates, and to form new combinations as he sees fit. At the same 
time transactional analysts are generally very open-minded towards other 
schools, making it easier for them to apply theories and methods flexibly and 
confidently. If we also take care not to represent T.A. from the Parental ego 
state, there is little danger of dogmatizing transactional analysis. 

From time to time transactional analysts can be heard using their jargon in 
everyday life, or at congresses at which cultural phenomena are expressed in 
T.A. jargon (such as 'stroking area', for example). For the reasons already 
stated I am not in favour of such endeavours, since jargon is no substitute for 
the richer language of everyday, nor should human contact be moulded into 
rituals (which often appear shallow to me). In therapy and training groups it 
can be useful for a time to establish certain ideas of T.A. theory as rules or 
rituals with regard to mutual contact. In any case such aids would have to be 
integrated into experience, which involves understanding the concepts. This 
kind of temporary link, though, should in its turn be analysed and reformed.  

There is another danger too: of large scale attempts involving explanatory 
T.A. formulas to explain far more than the scope of T.A. language allows. 
For instance, I have avoided calling the intuitive part 'Little Professor' in this 
paper (A,), although it would be perfectly in keeping with T.A. theory. 
However, I think that intuition is a concept with a richer morphology, 
making the T.A. meaning, even when formally correctly demarcated, too 
narrow. The fact that a personality model is formally complete, i.e. that all 
human forms of experience and behaviour can somehow be consistently 
applied to this model, does not by any means signify that such a model even 
begins to be an adequate interpretation of the indicated object.  

All in all, I appeal for a simple transactional analysis and for those who use 
it to possess a richly varied experience, to be intuitive, mentally differentiated 
and well trained. 


