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Abstract

Originally proposed by Timothy Leary, the perspective model of interpersonal communication 
analyzes semiotic comportment at three levels of exchange: Public Communication (Level I) 
where a person’s overt verbal and nonverbal behavior is observed by both the Self and Other 
in a given situation; Conscious Descriptions (Level II) which are the perceived verbal contents 
of messages and codes exchanged by the Self and Other; Private Symbolization (Level III) 
which consists of projective, indirect, imaginative content of the Self and Other as attributed to 
both the Self and Other. As discussed by Wilden, the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan uses 
the	simple	terminology	of	the	Real,	the	Imaginary,	and	the	Symbolic	to	refer	to	the	respective	
discourse levels. Subsequent communicologists have adopted the terminology of (1) Direct 
Perspective, (2) Meta-Perspective, and (3) Meta-Meta-Perspective. The perspectives model 
thus becomes an applied example of semiotic phenomenological method which progressively 
moves	from	(1)	Description,	 to	(2)	Reduction,	and	to	(3)	Interpretation	in	 the	analysis	and	
functional specification of human communication. These combinatory eidetic (verbal) and 
empirical	(nonverbal)	semiotic	codes	depict	cultural	preferences	thereby	defining	the	Self	in	
theory and practice.
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1. Introduction

The most fundamental problematic of human communication is speech—the act of 
speaking wherein the human Self is displayed to the Other as a Person. Ernst Cassirer 
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offers us a concise statement of the methodological problem which confronts our research.

Hence	it	is	necessary,	first	of	all,	to	find	a	correct	logical	starting	point,	one	which	can	lead	us	
to a natural and sound interpretation of the empirical facts. This starting point is the definition 
of speech.	But	instead	of	giving	a	ready-made	definition	of	speech,	it	would	be	better	perhaps	
to proceed along tentative lines. Speech is not a simple and uniform phenomenon. It consists 
of different elements which, both biologically and systematically, are not on the same level. 
We	must	try	to	find	the	order	and	interrelationships	of	the	constituent	elements;	we	must,	as	it	
were, distinguish the various geological strata of speech. (Cassirer, 1944, p. 29; cited by Leary 
1957, p. 99)

This	caution	about	the	complexity	of	speech	analysis	is	affirmed	by	Edward	Sapir:

Thus, one comes to think that the matter of speech is very far from being the self-evident or 
simple	thing	that	we	think	it	to	be;	that	it	is	capable	of	a	very	great	deal	of	refined	analysis	from	
the standpoint of human behavior; and that one might, in the process of making such analyses, 
accumulate certain ideas for the research of personality problems. … Some of us are more 
intuitive than others, it is true, but none is entirely lacking in the ability to gather and be guided 
by speech impressions in the intuitive exploration of personality. We are taught that when a man 
speaks he says something that he means to communicate. That, of course, is not necessarily so. 
He intends to say something, as a rule, yet what he actually communicates may be measurably 
different from what he started out to convey. We often form a judgment of what he is by what 
he does not say, and we may be very wise to refuse to limit the evidence for judgment to the 
overt content of speech. (Sapir, 1927, pp. 892-893; cited by Leary, 1957, pp. 101)

These recommendations by Cassirer and Sapir are the starting point for an innovative 
semiotic and phenomenological analysis of speech as the medium of interpersonal 
communication.	Speech	communication	is	approached	as	a	logic	strata	consisting	of	five	
levels of interactive discourse. Originally proposed by Timothy Leary (1957, pp. 77-80), 
the perspective model of interpersonal communication analyzes communicological 
comportment at five levels of exchange. Public Communication (Level I) where a 
person’s overt verbal and nonverbal behavior is observed by both the Self and Other in a 
given situation. Conscious Descriptions (Level II) which are the perceived verbal contents 
of messages and codes exchanged by the Self and Other. Private Symbolization (Level III) 
consists of projective, indirect, imaginative content of the Self and Other as attributed to 
both the Self and Other. The Unexpressed Unconscious (Level IV) consist of “interpersonal 
themes which are systematically and compulsively avoided by the subject at all the other 
levels of personality”. The moral and ethical system of the persons constitutes Values 
(Level V). 

Both Leary and subsequent researchers do not include Levels IV and V as explicit 
parts of their research inasmuch as these levels are concerned respectively with psychiatric 
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and generalized levels of communication where the logic of dyadic exchange represents 
groups, rather than individuals. In addition, the context of intercultural groups requires 
additional models of independence and interdependence (Kim, 2002, p. 19, p. 170; see 
Lanigan, 2009, 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2010d). Nonetheless, the Meta-Meta-Perspective 
or Symbolic level allows a depiction of social preference and cultural orientation in the 
definition	of	Self and Other as both Same and Different, i.e., Foucault’s le même et l’autre 
quadratic model (Lanigan, 1992, pp. 155-177)

As discussed by Wilden (1980), the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan uses 
the simple terminology of the Real, the Imaginary, and the Symbolic to refer to the 
respective discourse levels. Subsequent communicologists have adopted the terminology 
of (1) Direct Perspective, (2) Meta-Perspective, and (3) Meta-Meta-Perspective. The 
perspectives model thus becomes an applied example of semiotic phenomenological 
method which progressively moves from (1) Description, to (2) Reduction, and to (3) 
Interpretation in the analysis and functional specification of human communication 
(Lanigan, 1988, 1992). These combinatory eidetic (verbal) and empirical (nonverbal) 
semiotic	codes	depict	social	and	cultural	action	preferences	thereby	defining	the	Self in 
theory (Self as Subjectivity) and in practice (Self as Intersubjectivity). The philosophic 
origin of the three-stage model is Immanuel Kant’s discourse hierarchy: (1) Persuasion, 
(2) Pragmatic Belief, and (3) Conviction (Lanigan, 2015e). A review of basic research is 
Kavolis (1984).

2. Basic Methodology: Phenomenology vs. Phenomenalism

By way of contextualizing the problematic of the Self within the process of interpersonal 
communication,	we	must	briefly	discuss	the	classic	“mind-body”	problem.	It	 is	perhaps	
the oldest problem known to philosophy and science (Lanigan, 2010b). While there 
are many approaches to the problem, the two basic approaches are Phenomenalism and 
Phenomenology. Phenomenalism takes the point of view that the anatomical brain in the 
body is a “container” for consciousness explained as “brain function” recorded by the 
technology of neurophysiology (Damasio, 2010). 

By comparison, Phenomenology explains the problem as consciousness in the process 
of embodiment, i.e., the mental experience derived from having bodily experience in the 
physical and social world as an interaction with other human beings (Bermuudez et al., 
1995). The theory I am using entails the method of semiotic phenomenology, which is a 
logic of description, definition (analytic reduction of capta), and interpretation (depiction 
of judgment in analysis). As we shall see, Description is an account of Direct Perspective 
as between one person and another in conversation (i.e., the Sign function of expression). 
Reduction	or	definition	is	the	subsequent	analysis	or	thought	about	the	description	(i.e.,	
perception	of	a	Signifier	expression)	which	yields	a	Meta-Perspective	(what	each	of	us	
think about the shared dialogue from our own perspective). Interpretation is an account of, 
explication	of,	the	definition	abstracted	from	the	original	theme	expressed	(i.e.,	a	Signified	
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perception of the possible perception of the expression) or what we both perceive as each 
other’s perception of the other’s expression versus our own expression. The basic analytic 
method is summarized in Fig. 1.

This basic methodology requires one specification. There is a semiotic difference 
between expression and perception such that respective encoding and decoding in human 
communication are reverse processes. This is true of all human interaction whether it be 
an encounter with another person in the cultural world or an encounter with an object 
in the physical world. The fundamental difference, from a modern point of view, is 
that objects do not respond to verbal expression (even though we may test this thesis 
occasionally by yelling at a flat tire on our car!). Given the static condition of objects 
in nature, the objects have a constant value of “expression”, i.e., they are actual and 
unchanging. Thus, we may recall that the pre-Socratic Greeks often inscribed the lip of 
their drinking cups with the cup’s salutation: “I greet you”. Our experience of objects 
matches our analysis of them. This is the position in the philosophy of science called 
Phenomenalism. 

The human world of people is different (Kavolis, 1984). Verbal and nonverbal 
interaction between people is a dynamic process where expression constantly changes 
such that perception remains constant as between two people in a given situation. Our 
experience of people is the reverse of our analysis of them. This is to say, we perceive the 
expression of the other and then we think about what we hear—we analyze by going back 
from what was heard to what was originally said (we are “thinking about” the intention of 
the communication). Analyzing the talk of people is very different from analyzing objects. 
The comparative process of Human Science (Phenomenology) versus Physical Science 
(Phenomenalism) is illustrated in Fig. 2.

Figure 1. Methodology for communicological 
research

Figure 2. Methodology paradigm comparison
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The application of semiotic phenomenology to study the emergent Self-Other concept in 
the cultural context is best illustrated by Lotman’s (1990) work on secondary modeling in 
which the logic levels of encoding and decoding allow for cultural formation to occur; by 
Mead’s	(1970)	work	on	cultural	transmission	in	which	the	logic	levels	are	reflected	by	the	
three generation structure of cognition; by McFeat’s (1974) demonstration of the logic of 
discourse in group formation as a function of cultural narrative practices; and, by Borden’s 
(1989) work on communication systems.

3. Basic Static Conditions of Self – Other Perception

From	a	static	one	dimensional	point	of	view,	a	Self-Other	interaction	fits	a	 two-by-two 
matrix of possible perspectives when it comes to possible interpersonal descriptions 
(Lanigan 1996, 2000). Such matrices are known as squares for depicting element 
interaction in logic and semiotics and date back to Aristotle (exemplified in Figures 3 
and	4).	The	first	graphic	diagram	of	the	communicology	matrix	to	appear	in	the	research	
literature was offered by Joseph Luft (1969) as elaborated in Table 1. He called it the 
“Johari Window”. The basic illustrated metaphor is an interpersonal conversation between 
“Joe” and “Harry” (short form = Johari). Think of the “window” as that part of the 2 
x 2 matrix diagram with the numbered exchange quadrants (1 through 4) resembling 
four panes of glass in a window. There are four matrix states in a dynamic process of 
discourse.

Table 1. Perspectives model illustrated as a Johari Window
 

Viewed as four possible static moments in a dynamic exchange process that is used at 
three levels of complexity by human beings, Quadrant 1 represents the Open perception 
defined	as	the	knowledge	of	Self known to Me (“I know myself”) and that same Self as 
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known by all Other persons—it is public information (“you know yourself and so do 
we”). The assumed sameness of perspective is a problem with the static model we are 
using, for which we shall account as the analysis continues. Interpersonal communication 
is open because “both you and I know what I am saying”.

Quadrant 2 is the Blind perception and is like the Open quadrant inasmuch as Others 
know about my Self, but I do not—it is overt information. The “me” that Others know 
is not known to me at all. “Myself” is perceived in fundamental ways that I do not 
understand and my understanding of how Others see me is in error. No one has told me 
that I am blind to my embodied Self condition.

Quadrant 3 is a Hidden perception and resembles the Open quadrant except that the 
Self is not known to Others, i.e., your Self is hidden from the view of Others. The real 
“you” is known only by you and no one else (what you know about yourself is a secret). 
Interpersonal communication is hidden because “I really know what I am saying and you 
do not”—it is covert information. Discourse examples are innuendo and insinuation.

Quadrant 4 is an Unknown condition that is not perceived by either me or Others. 
The Self and Other perspectives are not available for use. (“I fail to understand the 
significance	of	what	I	am	saying	and	so	do	you”).	The	actual	meaning	of	interpersonal	
communication is completely obscured because “I do not know what I am saying and 
neither do you”—it is truly private information. Both Self and Other are deluded about 
the transparency of their communication together. For example, most people have had the 
experience of talking with some one else about a third person. The conversation goes on 
for quite some time until a factual discrepancy occurs and both persons suddenly realize 
that the “third person” referent is actually two different persons. One’s referent is not the 
Other’s referent. Neither person knows who (the Unknown) they are talking about! Privacy 
of the Person is truly protected from disclosure, intended or unintended. Another common 
discourse example is the person intending suicide who says to a close friend: “I’m leaving 
now for a long time”.

4. Squares: From Logic to Semiotics

While a history of intersemiotic squares is beyond the scope of the present discussion, it 
is helpful for beginners to get an idea of how the theory construction has evolved from 
Aristotle to medieval philosophy (the trivium) to modern semiotics and psychoanalysis. 
Figure	3	suggests	the	way	in	which	philosophers	like	Thomas	Aquinas	modified	Aristotle’s	
logic at the University of Paris leading to the semiotic (not logic) model of A. J. Greimas 
focusing on matters of linguistic and narrative function in discourse.
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Figure 3. Square models: two-by-two matrix comparisons
 

Fig. 4 takes up where Fig. 3 concludes, i.e., the Greimasian Square.	Remember	we	are	
using phenomenological method (Fig. 2), thus the order of experience with another 
person is our thinking about [meta-meta-perspective] what that person may be thinking 
[meta-perspective] when he or she says something [direct perspective]. As a listener, we 
have to hear the actual words uttered which then begins the order of analysis. We reverse 
our thinking based on what was said. We move back up the scale from direct to meta- to 
meta-meta-perspective. The speech behavior	exemplified	in	what	was	[direct	perspective]	
said or not said (silence) justifies our interpretation [meta-perspective] of what we 
assumed [meta-meta-perspective] describes our reasonableness in our cultural context of 
understanding what the other person intends to say. Over time, our experience with being 
reasonable leads us to formulate a model of cultural practice and preference that becomes 
the definition of rationality in our culture. When a person fails to understand how to 
use the rationality model, the culture will judge that person’s behavior to be deviant, 
and, if dangerous, will be classified as mental illness. Thus, Jacques Lacan suggests a 
Greimasian model (Schema L) of how the Freudian theory of psychoanalysis would 
apply to the perspectives model. I should note for persons interested in a parallel analysis 
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using Peircian semiotics, Floyd Merrell (2006, p. 19) articulates a technical model that is 
analogous to the three level Perspectives Model.

Figure 4. An illustration of a Greimasian phenomenological analysis
 

5. Basic Dynamic Perspectives of Self – Other Expression

The basic problem with which we are confronted in the analysis of interpersonal 
communication is one of discourse action complexity	 (Ruesch,	1972).	Rather	 than	
a simplistic notion of dialogue without any specification of interaction, the process 
is deceptive. While we have considered the Self – Other perspective from the two 
dimensions of Known and Not Known to Self and Other, we have considered essentially 
only one person’s perspective. Where we have interaction, there is a doubling of all 
dimensions since two people now have four quadrants each, and, each person is acting 
(both expressing and perceiving) at three levels of perspective abstraction. We also need 
to account for the fact that every communication takes place on four levels of linguistic 
coding: Langage, Langue, Discours, and Parole. (Figs. 5 and 6).
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Figure 5. Discourse Hierarchy Model (Gusdorf, 1953; Wilden, 1980, 1987, p. 133)
 

Figure 6. Interpersonal Communicology Discourse Process (Lanigan, 1988, 1992)
Sr Function = Merleau-Ponty Terms [left side];
Sd Function = Foucault Terms [right side]
(Addresser / Addressee) = Jakobson Terms [middle]
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These four discursive code levels (parole, discours, langue, langage) are double 
articulated with two persons and they are redoubled when we account for speaker 
encoding and listener decoding which are reverse processes (Figs. 7 and 8, 9 and 10); 
this is an alternative way of illustrating the dynamics of Table 1. At the reality level 
of interpersonal communication then, we are dealing with two persons who are (1) 
consciously verbalizing as embodied persons who know something as real [Actuality], 
(2) simultaneously imagining about each other’s verbal and nonverbal expression and 
perception—an imaginary version of what is real	 [Reality],	and	(3)	 thinking about an 
interpretive evaluation of both understanding and being understood, or not—a symbolic 
version of what is real [Ideality]. Here, keep in mind that we are presenting the usual 
cultural model of Western thought in which objects are sensed (actual), named by the 
observer (real), and remembered (ideal); for an Eastern cultural perspective, see Lanigan 
(2011a, 2012, 2015a, 2015d). The multilevel system complexity of the discourse code 
generated by this situation (a rhetoric) is precisely why it is necessary to move to a system 
of formalized logic notation to track the interpersonal interaction possibilities of discrete 
exchanges between two persons.

Figure 7. Merleau-Ponty Self Model of Ambiguity (Lanigan, 2007)
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Figure 8. Foucault’s Other Model of Alterity (Lanigan, 2007)
 

Figure 9. Merleau-Ponty Quadratic Model (Le Même et L’Autre) of Discourse (left) and Practice (right)
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Figure 10. Foucault Quadratic Model (Le Même et L’Autre) of Discourse (left) and Practice (right)
 

As suggested by the dynamics of Figs. 7 and 8, the communicological relationships 
of the Self and Other can display various levels of cognitive Similarity and Difference 
(Figs. 9 and 10). As a result, the Perspectives Model of Interpersonal Communication 
was developed from basic research on cognition (Subject and Object) and comportment 
(Freedom/Power and Terror/Desire)	 in	communication	by	Ruesch	and	Bateson	(1951)	
and	Roman	 Jakobson	 (1972;	Holenstein,	 1974).	The	 original	 communicological	
problematic was developed in the USA by Leary (1957) and then Kelly (1963; Bannister 
and	Fransella,	1986)	with	applications	by	Luft	(1969),	and	in	the	United	Kingdom,	by	R.D.	
Laing (1966, 1967) and J.M. Heaton (1968)1. Table 2 is summary of our analysis thus far. 
My most recent research in this area of human embodiment is Lanigan (2015c).

Table 2. Quadrant Perspectives
 

In parallel development, the work in the French human sciences and philosophy drew 
much the same conclusion under the rubric of the Le Même et L’Autre model of discourse 
as analyzed by Benveniste (two senses of l’histoire), Bourdieu (hexis/habitus), Foucault 
(expression/exclusion, power/desire), Jakobson (metaphor/metonymy, synecdoche/simile—
irony), Kristeva (semiotic/symbolic), Lacan (real, imaginary, symbolic), Merleau-Ponty 
(perception/inclusion, freedom/terror),	and	Ricoeur	(discourse/narrative) (Lanigan, 2007, 
2015b;	Descombes,	1979;	Ricoeur,	1990).	All	of	 these	dynamic	functions	constitute	a	
semiotic phenomenology of discourse rhetoric as summarized in Table 3. The normative 
logics of C. S. Peirce are used.
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Table	3.	Rhetoric	Model	of	Le Même et L’Autre 

We are now able to summarize the basic communication and cognition perspectives 
that occur at the three levels of semiotic complexity as illustrated in Table 4. The 
appropriate linguistic levels are given with corresponding designations from Charles S. 
Peirce’s phenomenological semiotics. The basic concern in this regard is the fact that a direct 
perspective corresponds to Peirce’s notion of the Object or sign referent (Lacan’s Real), the 
meta-perspective to the Representamen or sign expression (Lacan’s Imaginary), and the meta-
meta-perspective to the Interpretant or meaningful sign interpretation (Lacan’s Symbolic) 
(Nöth, 1990, pp. 42-45). Table 5 summaries the tropic logic system of perspectives.

Table 4. Perspectives Model of Communication Table	5.	Perspectives	Model	of	Tropic	Rhetoric	

Because of the complexities of interpersonal communication from the perspective 
of two persons who are interacting with one another at three different logical levels, it is 
standard practice to use the prototypical dyad example of a “Husband” and “Wife ”for 
ease of formalization as noted in Table 6. Smith and Williamson (1977, pp. 110-126) is 
recommended	as	a	concise	introduction	to	the	system	for	beginners.	As	Ruesch	(1975)	
would	be	first	to	point	out,	the	use	of	“husband”	and	“wife”	role	designations	is	completely	
arbitrary and can be adapted to any interpersonal social dynamic of action roles, e.g., Adult 
– Child, Manager – Employee, Teacher – Student, Soldier – Civilian, etc. In this context, 
Roman	Jakobson	also	uses	the	paired	terms	Addresser/Addressee (rather than Speaker/
Listener) to emphasize both the dynamic perspective of meaning moving within a Person 
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(Intrapersonal Communication) and between Persons (Interpersonal Communication).

Table 6. Self (Husband) – Other (Wife) relationship (prototypical model of embodied persons)
 

The fundamental development of a Self concept is a minimum unit relationship in 
which a Person compares the perception of one Self to the perception experienced by an 
Other person. For the individual Person, e.g., in the role of Husband or Wife, four basic 
conceptual relationships are generated as depicted in Table 7.

Table 7. Linear model of Self and Other perspectives of Self 

The illustration demonstrates the emerging code complexity of analysis from (1) 
a simple abstracted description like the Johari Model where Husband and Wife are 
described by the Open Quadrant	defined	as	“known	to	self	and	known	to	others”	to	(2)	
a concrete description in which the Husband‘s conception of his Self has four possible 
cognitive interpretations (1h, 2h, 3h, 4h) and the Wife’s conception of the Husband’s Self 
has four more possible interpretations (1w, 2w, 3w, 4w).

Rather	 than	deal	with	a	four	by	four	logic	matrix	which	will	generate	fifty	percent	
redundancy, we can achieve compatibility between the Luft (1969) Johari Model and 
the Laing (1966, 1967) Perspectives Model by now turning to the logical technique of 
formalizing	the	perspectives.	This	is	to	say,	descriptive	statements	can	be	specified	by	a	
corresponding formal notation in which, e.g., a Husband [H] observes his Self perception 
[HH] generating the notation: H　[HH]. The Wife’s version is rendered: W　[HH].

In consequence, the logical combinatory form can be generated as: H　[HH]　W. 
Given this formalized approach, we achieve Table 8 which illustrates the Interpersonal 
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Direct Perspective within a dyadic verbal interaction.

Table 8. Interpersonal Direct Perspective with Level 1 semiotic complexity 

From a semiotic point of view, we have a Level 1 form of semiotic system complexity 
in which the Husband and Wife conversation is a verbal object (parole) exchange 
specifying a verbal representamen (discours) with a socially known interpretant (langue). 
Obviously, the conversation is conducted with a shared linguistic cultural code (langage). 
“The perception of perception, as we might call this phenomenon, is the sign that a silent 
agreement	has	been	reached	by	the	participants,	to	the	effect	that	mutual	influence	is	to	be	
expected”	(Ruesch	and	Bateson,	1951,	p.	23).

The basic point to be made here is that an Addressee (listener) can rely on the socially 
expected discourse code (langue) and its normal nonverbal context (discours) to decode 
the communicative intent of the Addresser (speaker). Here the semantic expectation is 
knowing that there is “agreement” on a situated perception of social contact (habitus) 
and cultural context (hexis).	As	Ruesch	and	Bateson	(1951,	pp.	23-24)	explain:	“The	
mutual recognition of having entered into each other’s field of perception equals the 
establishment of a system of communication. The criteria of mutual awareness of 
perception are in all cases instances of communication about communication”. This is 
Jakobson’s metalinguistic function (Holenstein, 1974).

Once the communication system for Direct Perspectives are in place as between 
the exemplified Husband–Wife roles, the interaction can move up one logical level of 
complexity to the Meta-Perspective (Table 8). “Once the roles of the self and of all other 
participants have been established, the code for interpreting the conversation is given. The 
number of roles which people can assume is limited, and elsewhere we have calculated 
that their number is probably about twenty-five. A mature individual is capable of 
mastering	this	number	of	roles	in	the	course	of	a	lifetime”	(Ruesch	and	Bateson,	1951,	p.	
27). For an introductory, popularized discussion of the interaction probabilities correlated 
to the number of persons in a dyad or group, see Gladwell (2002).
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As will be noted when we get to Level 3 complexity, the Meta-Meta-Perspective 
involves twenty-four (24) possible interactions of perception	(48	possible	role	definitions!)	
which easily accounts for the stress and anxiety (!) of initiating a conversation or giving a 
public speech (for a diagrammatic illustration, see Fig. 11 below). Even in an ideal small 
group situation where there are five persons interacting, there is a functional action limit 
of	ten	roles,	i.e.,	five	primary	and	five	secondary	roles	(Lanigan,	2011b;	2013).	The	small	
group roles are discussed below in Section 5.

The interpersonal communication Meta-Perspective involves the Husband and Wife 
beginning to make an assessment of their personal Self perception of perception from 
the point of view of the Other person. Using the Johari Model for descriptive language, 
each person is simply questioning their judgment of the communication situation. Both 
persons are imagining so-called “what if” scenarios where there are alternate possible 
interpretations (decodings) depending on the congruency or in-congruency of inputs 
(personal	discursive	filters	will	be	a	rhetorical	preference;	nonverbal	habits	are	intention	
indicators). The Blind quadrant is invoked in Self imagination, i.e., “I could be mistaken, 
but—?”. Where the situation is linked to suspicion of the Other’s perception (not known 
to Others), the Hidden	quadrant	is	evoked,	i.e.,	“The	Other	could	be	mistaken?”.	The	field	
of possibilities for interpersonal error are illustrated in Table 9. This imagining function at 
Level 2 complexity is triggered usually by a nonverbal interpretant (langue) that suggests 
doubts about the nonverbal representamen (discours) as normally used in conversation 
(parole). “Both participation and observation are parts of experience and therefore means 
of collecting information. The two types of information so gained complement each other, 
but the complementation is never complete … it follows that the human individual can 
never	perceive	himself	perfectly	in	relation	to	others”	(Ruesch	and	Bateson,	1951,	p.	280).	

Table 9. Interpersonal Meta-Perspective with Level 2 semiotic complexity
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As illustrated in Figs. 7 and 8, the Meta-Perspective structure (Table 9) of the 
perception takes on a rhetorical function (see Table 5) inasmuch as the “perception of 
perception” must be decoded as essentially a Metaphor, Metonymy, Synecdoche, or 
Simile/Irony (Lanigan, 1984, 1988, 1992). The Level 2 semiotic complexity comes 
into play when the rhetorical message function of the Self (encoding) is compared to 
the imagined rhetorical code function of the Other (decoding). Incidentally, we should 
note that invoking such a comparison for purposes of research methodology is precisely 
Edmund Husserl’s phenomenological technique of “imaginative free variation” used in 
the	Reduction	step	of	analysis	(see	Fig.	1).

With the Meta-Meta-Perspective on interpersonal communication, we move to Level 
3 semiotic complexity. The basic process of thinking (Level 3) about the imagining (Level 
2) of knowing (Level 1) is illustrated in Table 10. We are in the realm of the Unknown 
quadrant where the Self and Other are operating on pure cognitive reflection where 
reversibility and reflexivity are all mutually contextual.

Table 10. Interpersonal Meta-Meta-Perspective with Level 3 semiotic complexity
 

The fundamental problematic of the Meta-Meta-Perspective is the cognitive 
complexity of trying to interpret and evaluate the comparative verbal and nonverbal 
behavior as a mutual response and reaction of the Self vis-à-vis the Other. This 
complexity is a case of comparative comportment in which comportment is the recognized 
possibility of a value choice displayed in behavior that has not yet occurred, but is 
anticipated and interpreted as communication intent—the	very	definition	of	comportment, 
as distinct from behavior! 

We are all familiar with a common example of this complexity, viz., anticipating 
that in an argument with an intimate we will hear that person say the very “words that 
they agreed they would never utter again!” A second common example is our experience 
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of listening to two other people in a conversation who are so familiar with each other’s 
communication style (habitual rhetorical choices) that they literally complete each other’s 
sentences! In such situations, how do we recognize this type of discourse expectation? It 
is a matter of communicative competence wherein we link by phenomenological analysis 
(see Fig. 2) to a Nonverbal Interpretant (langue)	 to	another	Nonverbal	Representamen	
(discours) connected to a Verbal Object (parole).	Recall	 the	Signifier	(Sr)	and	Signified	
(Sd) structure at the various discourse levels in Fig. 5.

The discourse examples given in Table 10 are presented as positive perceptions (the 
valence can be changed to negative at any point, thereby doubling the complexity; a shift 
from simile to irony, for example). Laing, Phillipson, and Lee (1966, p. 62) provides a 
concise summary of the complex interrelationships of the three perspectives:

1. Comparison between the one person’s direct perspective and the other person’s direct 
perspective on the same issue, gives agreement or disagreement, the condition of 
reasonableness (eulogos).

2. Comparison between the one person’s meta-perspective and the other person’s direct 
perspective on the same issue gives understanding or misunderstanding, the condition of 
rationality (logos).

3. Comparison between the one person’s meta-meta-perspective and his own direct 
perspective gives the feeling of being understood or of being misunderstood, the 
condition of the reasonableness of rationality.

4. Comparison between one person’s meta-meta-perspective and the other person’s meta-
perspective on the same issue gives realization or failure of realization. Whether or not 
this is a realization or failure of realization of understanding or misunderstanding entails 
a comparison of all three levels: The condition of the reasonableness of perspectives that 
are either rational, non-rational, ir-rational, or non-rational.

Using the familiar examples of the Husband and Wife in conversation, Fig. 9 
illustrates the connecting three levels (vertical) for each person and the individual 
comparative level (horizontal) for both persons. The validity and reliability of the present 
analysis	is	confirmed	by	Leary	(1957,	p.	250)	who	provides	a	similar	diagram	illustrating	
complexity of the system at five levels, rather than the three levels illustrated in Fig. 11. 
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Figure 11. All phenomenological perspectives with Levels 1, 2, and 3
semiotic complexity: primary, secondary, and tertiary
system modeling (Lanigan, 1988, pp. 184-193)

 

In Fig. 11, the vertical connections are being understood or not, then realization of being 
understood or not occurs. The cross-level connections (diagonal) indicate the level-to-level 
relationships that are (top to bottom) progressively agreement or not, realization or not, and 
understanding or not between the persons talking. Keep in mind that “being understood 
or not” is the Addressee (Listener) function, while the Addresser (Speaker) function is 
the process of “understanding or not” followed by “realizing or not” that the message 
signification (langue, langage) has code meaning (parole, discours).	Recall	 that	Fig.	6	
illustrates the discourse code levels moving from Addresser to Addresser or the reverse.

From the logic standpoint of qualitative research validity (necessary condition) and 
reliability	 (sufficient	condition),	 it	 is	 important	 to	note	that	 the	Laing	methodology	has	
been	verified	using	a	Boolean	logic	to	demonstrate	the	logical	accuracy	of	the	analysis	and	
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the fact that such a three level calculation is the normal limit point for typical individual 
human cognition (Alperson, 1975; Lanigan, 1995). In semiotic theory construction, the 
same logic is used extensively for primary, secondary, and tertiary modeling systems 
for explicating the functional operation of complex semiotic systems by human beings, 
especially systems of embodied communication (Krampen, 1997, pp. 247-287).

6. Person Sense of Self and Other: The Interpersonal Paradigm

From the point of view of Communicology as a Human Science using the methodology 
of	semiotic	phenomenology,	Ruesch	and	Bateson	(1951,	p.	15;	my	inserts;	see	Ricoeur,	
1990) provide us with a basic summary of interpersonal communication and the 
Perspective Model for levels of Self and Other identity formation:

An interpersonal event is characterized by:
1. The presence of expressive acts on the part of one or more persons.

[Direct Perspective: Knowing—the sense of Self in a Real relationship to the Other]
2. The conscious or unconscious perception of such expressive actions by other persons.

[Meta-Perspective: Imaging—the sense of Other in an Imaginary relationship to the 
Other]

3. The return observation that such expressive actions were perceived by others. The 
perception	of	having	been	perceived	is	a	fact	which	deeply	influences	and	changes	human	
behavior.
[Meta-Meta-Perspective: Thinking—the sense of Oneself in a Symbolic relationship to 
the Other]

This summary explication of the phenomenology of the dyadic interaction is illustrated 
in	a	wonderfully	simple	example	by	Jürgen	Ruesch	(1975,	p.	302)	called	“People	in	an	
Elevator”. He analyzes the sequential, structural action moves (verbally and nonverbally) 
made by persons forced into a shared space/time experience, i.e., how people enact the 
perspectives model of communicology.

I should also note that while the paradigmatic discussion of interpersonal 
communication occupied our focus of attention, the dyadic exchange principles 
involved also apply when the number of roles and exchanges increases in small group 
communication (Lanigan, 2011b, 2013; McFeat, 1974). In small group communication, 
there are primary and secondary roles with different levels of action participation. Primary 
Roles may be described by the Direct Perspective (Information Provider), by the Meta-
Perspective	(Social-Emotional	Leader,	and,	Tension	Releaser),	and	by	the	Meta-Meta-
Perspective (Task Leader, and, Central Negative). Secondary Roles occurs at all three 
levels	as	well:	Direct	Perspective	(Recorder,	and,	Self-Centered	Follower),	by	the	Meta-
Perspective (Questioner, and, Active-Listener), and by the Meta-Meta-Perspective (Silent 
Observer).
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With this “Person Sense of Self and Other” summary paradigm for the perspective 
discovery of the Self in a World of Others, we come to understand Merleau-Ponty’s (1960, 
p. 21) fundamental phenomenological description of the semiotic Self: “In a sense, the 
highest point of philosophy is perhaps no more than rediscovering these truisms: thought 
thinks, speech speaks, the glance glances. But each time between the two identical words 
there is the whole spread one straddles in order to think, speak, and see.”
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