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Once a human being has arrived on this earth, com-
munication is the largest single factor determining what 
kinds of relationships she or he makes with others and 
what happens to each in the world. How we manage 
survival, how we develop intimacy, how productive 
we are, how we make sense, how we connect with our 
own divinity—all depend largely on our communica-
tion skills.

Virginia Satir
The New Peoplemaking
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Preface

Tis is a book about interpersonal communication—with all the standard topics like  perception, 
confict, verbal and nonverbal behavior, and so on covered. But there is one big  diference in this 
book and most other books on interpersonal communication. All the processes and principles 
of interpersonal communication are discussed in the context of developing relationships. So it is 
also a book about the way people communicate in relationships as they come together and come 
apart. We adopted this approach for two reasons: (1) Tere seems to be a widespread concern in 
this country and abroad for understanding the forces that bring people together and keep them 
together and those that divide and separate them; (2) students of human communication fnd 
concepts and principles easier to learn when they can analyze and test them in the context of com-
mon experiences. Whether it is with our roommates, our romantic partners, or our parents, we 
are constantly experiencing how communication behavior afects our relationships. It is within 
the context of our relationships with others that abstract concepts like feedback, perception, and 
confict resolution become increasingly relevant and important for students of communication.

The book is divided into six parts. The first part has two objectives: (1) to identify 
several important patterns of communication and (2) to show how these patterns of com-
munication manifest themselves at different stages of a relationship. Part II shows how the 
characteristics of each individual (e.g., gender, age, needs) and the characteristics of the 
environment where the relationship develops can affect the way we communicate. The 
three chapters constituting Part III discuss various communication patterns in the context 
of relationships that are moving toward increased intimacy or closeness. Part IV exam-
ines a number of communication patterns that partners perceive as crucial to the adequate 
maintenance of relationships. And Part V takes a look at communication patterns in the 
context of relationships that are moving toward less intimacy. Although the concept of 
effective communication behavior is implicit in the preceding chapters, the last part of 
the book explicitly examines the subject. We believe that any discussion of how to be an 
effective communicator makes more sense if preceded by chapters detailing the variety of 
communicative goals and activities that characterize our relationships.

The chapter order was designed to emphasize the developmental theme of the book 
rather than to suggest a rigid chronology to our communication behavior in relationship 
development. Greeting behavior, as Chapter 6 points out, takes place between friends and 
enemies even though the discussion of greeting behavior is placed in the section labeled 
“coming together.” Similarly, lying is not a type of behavior found only in the maintenance 
of relationships even though it is discussed in that section of the book. Further, it should be 
noted that the terms growth and decay are meant to be descriptive rather than evaluative. 

vii



In other words, relationship “growth” is not inherently “good” and relationship “decay” 
inherently “bad.” Positive and negative consequences can accrue from either process.

The concepts presented in this book were not originally designed for generalization 
beyond our contemporary U.S. culture, but future explorations may uncover some exten-
sions to other cultural contexts.1 It is clear that each culture imposes slightly  different rules 
on the development and deterioration of relationships— parental  selection of potential 
marriage partners, prohibition of intimate same-sex relationships, severe sanctioning of 
the termination of marriages, and so on. It is equally clear that specific behaviors utilized to 
accomplish interpersonal goals may differ greatly from culture to culture. Compare these 
greeting rituals with your own:

An Ainu, meeting his sister, grasped her hands in his for a few seconds,  suddenly 
released his hold, grasped her by both ears and gave the peculiar Ainu greeting 
cry; then they stroked one another down the face and shoulders. . . . Adamanese 
greet one another by one sitting down in the lap of the other, arms around each 
other’s necks and weeping for a while. . . . At Matavai a full dress greeting after 
long absence requires scratching the head and temples with a shark’s tooth, 
violently and with much bleeding.2

Or consider these friendship rituals:

To celebrate friendship in other parts of western Africa, men throw excrement 
at each other and comment loudly on the genitals of their respective parents 
when they meet; this behavior, perhaps unnatural and obscene to us, is a proof 
of love to friends. In Tanzania, if a man meets a woman who is his special friend, 
he has the right to insult her and playfully pummel her like a punching bag.3

Obviously, such displays are not typical among friends in U.S. culture and likely would 
be considered abusive. Yet, although the behaviors used to achieve the goal of initiating 
contact or showing friendship with others may differ dramatically, the functions served by 
these behaviors and the ends sought may have some cultural overlap.

This book contains a preponderance of examples from male–female relationships 
and relationships in which people “voluntarily” seek contact with, or disengagement 
from, one another. While such examples came to us easier and seemed most under-
standable for readers, the interaction stages outlined in the book are not limited to these 
applications. Romantic partners and tennis buddies have gone through the same stages; 
the romantic partners have simply gone further. Business partners and sorority sisters 
find different topics, but both engage in a lot of small talk. All people drawn into, or 
pulled out of, relationships by forces outside their control will like that occurrence or 
not like it and communicate accordingly. For instance, a child’s relationship with his 

1See, for example, R. Goodwin, Personal Relationships Across Cultures (New York: Routledge, 1999) and S. O. 
Gaines, Jr. and J. H. Liu, “Multicultural/Multiracial Relationships.” In C. Hendrick and S. S. Hendrick, eds., Close 
Relationships: A Sourcebook (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2000), pp. 97–108.
2W. LaBarre, “Paralinguistics, Kinesics and Cultural Anthropology.” In T. A. Sebeok, A. S. Hayes, and M. C. 
Bateson, eds., Approaches to Semiotics (The Hague, Mouton, 1964), p. 199.
3R. Brain, “Somebody Else Should Be Your Own Best Friend,” Psychology Today 11 (October 1977): 83–84, 120, 123.
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 Preface ix

or her parent may, at some point, be very close and loving (Integrating Stage) and at 
another time be cold and distant  (Stagnating Stage).

The “Dear Dr. Knapp,” “Dear Dr. Vangelisti,” and “Dear Dr. Caughlin” letters that pre-
cede each chapter are from actual letters written by students. The problems posed in these 
letters have been analyzed and discussed in a university class without the writer’s identity 
being revealed. In this book the letters are used to forecast some of the issues treated in each 
chapter. The boxed inserts scattered through the text are designed to provide amusing and/
or thought-provoking asides associated with the adjacent material. The “So You Want To 
Know About . . .” inserts provide focused information about specific topics of interest that 
are otherwise discussed in various places throughout the book. The Instructor’s Manual 
(ISBN: 0205217168, available for download by instructors at pearsonhighered.com) for 
this edition, updated by the authors, is based on extensive classroom experience with this 
text. The behavioral objectives, participative exercises, and test questions should be most 
helpful in tailoring this text to classroom learning experiences.

This edition, like the last, was written with several expectations: (1) We hope that 
some readers will reflect on the ideas presented and compare them against what they 
have experienced and seen in others, but certainly not blindly accept everything. (2) We 
hope that some readers will not only reflect on the ideas in this book but will also find 
them challenging enough to actively initiate a lifelong process of analysis and re-analy-
sis of their everyday communicative behavior and that of others. (3) We hope that still 
other readers will be stimulated to formulate testable hypotheses and submit some of 
the speculation and undocumented thoughts presented here to the rigors of social sci-
ence research. The references at the end of each chapter will provide an appropriate 
initial step for determining what others have found.

New to This Edition

Te most obvious addition to this version of Interpersonal Communication and Human 
Relationships is the addition of a third author, John P. Caughlin. His addition made sense 
because his scholarly viewpoints are congruent with the existing framework of the text and 
his research interests complement those of his co-authors.

Beyond the change to the roster of authors, there are more substantive changes to this 
edition as well. Some of these involve subtle updates that reflect the most recent scholarship, 
but there are also a number of new and important topics. Among others, these topics include:

 ■ Greatly expanded coverage of social media and new communication technologies;
 ■ Discussion of cross-sex friendships;
 ■  Additional information about afectionate communication and health in 

 relationships
■  An explanation of the emerging consensus that being “responsive” to one’s partner 

is a core part of what it means to have a positive intimate relationship;
■ Information about the phenomenon of “on-again/of-again” relationships; and
■ A thorough discussion of when people might be better of avoiding communication 

in their relationships.
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Instructor Resources

Te Instructor’s Manual and Test Bank (0205217168) that accompanies Interpersonal 
Communication and Human Relationships has been thoroughly updated by the  authors. 
Te Instructor’s Manual portion of the IM/TB includes a host of resources including sample 
syllabi for structuring the course, an outline for each chapter which includes the major 
ideas covered and notes for every major concept contained within the outline, out-of-class 
activities, journal assignments, and more. Te Test Bank  contains  approximately 565 mul-
tiple-choice, true/false, and essay questions, all of which are organized by chapter. A down-
loadable version of this supplement is  available at www.pearsonhighered.com/irc (access 
code required). MyTest online test  generating sofware (ISBN 0205217133) is available at 
www.pearsonmytest.com (access code required).  For a complete listing of the instructor 
and student resources available with this text, please visit the Interpersonal Communica-
tion and Human Relationships e-Catalog page at www.pearsonhighered.com.

Tis text is available in a variety of formats—digital and print. To learn more about our 
programs, pricing, and customization options, visit www.pearsonhighered.com.
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1

Dear Dr. Knapp,
Why is it so difficult for people to express their true feelings to other people 

they are close to? My boyfriend drives me nuts sometimes because he can’t 
seem to figure out how he feels about things. He’ll say, “No, I don’t think you’re 
being too sensitive…” and think that he really believes what he’s saying. But if I 
keep talking to him, I find that he’s feeling something very different… which is 
what I thought in the first place! Even though he usually admits I was right not to 
believe what he says at first, I find this confusing and irritating. Why doesn’t he 
know how he really feels about things? Why does he spout off and say things that 
aren’t true? Is he afraid to express himself to me?

Bewildered and Bothered

Sometimes our communication with others is bewildering. It is the purpose of this 
chapter to explore some of the subtle and sometimes indirect, along with the more 
direct, ways we use to discuss the nature of our relationships with others. In general, 
then, this chapter is designed to provide the reader with some realistic expectations 
for the many ways we communicate with our relationship partners and how these pat-
terns change when the relationship changes.

Communication: The 
Lifeblood of Relationships

1



 Chapter 1: Communication: The Lifeblood of Relationships 3

People meet and separate. But funny things happen in between. It’s almost as if 
mysterious forces are pushing and pulling us—sometimes muddling our minds, some-
times captivating our souls. Abstract? Definitely. Poetry? Perhaps. The introduction 
to a scholarly textbook bent on demystifying human communication in developing 
relationships? Unlikely.

Fortunately, however, the foregoing introduction serves one rather important 
function. The abstract references to “things” and “mysterious forces” serve to remind 
all of us how frequently we avoid concrete and detailed descriptions of our own inter-
personal relationships. For example, romantic partners may say: “What we have is so 
beautiful—to try to explain it, is to ruin it”; a divorcée might reflect: “I can’t pinpoint 
anything specific…the relationship just wasn’t making it for me anymore”; friends, 
too, may balk at detailed examination of their relationships: “I don’t know. I just like 
him. Isn’t that enough?”1

For those who study human communication, it is not enough. Such statements 
only raise questions: (1) Are there regular and systematic patterns of communication 
that suggest stages on the road to an intimate relationship? Are there similar patterns 
and stages that characterize the deterioration of relationships? (2) Can we identify 
communication strategies that attract and repel us at various stages in a relationship? 
Specifically, how do people talk to each other when they are building, maintaining, or 
tearing down a relationship? (3) What are these mysterious forces that propel us in 
and out of relationships? And what determines how quickly or slowly a relationship 
progresses or dissolves? It is the purpose of this book to seek answers to these questions.

One important issue that seems logically to precede tackling any of the afore-
mentioned questions is the rationale for carefully scrutinizing the communication– 
relationship interface in the first place. Why devote an entire book to the communication 
behavior manifested at various stages of a relationship? Is it simply because this is a 
popular topic that reflects the climate of the times—surfacing in diverse sources such 
as the songs of Beyoncé and Katy Perry, the pages of the Twilight series, or the Journal 
of Social and Personal Relationships? If mere popularity were the sole justification 
for our concern, the idea would soon be stripped of any relevance to our daily lives. 
Instead, we are grappling with a phenomenon that has been, and always will be, with 
us—one that is inherent in everything we say and do and one that reflects the very 
nature of human communication itself.

The study of everyday life quickly focuses on interpersonal 
communication—the sequencing of messages in  conversations 
and the sequencing of conversations into relationships—as the 
primary activity in human sociation and has demonstrated that 
apparently simple acts of conversation are in fact incredibly 
complex feats which even social scientists can perform better 
than they can explain.

—W. Barnett Pearce
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Relationship Messages

It is difficult, if not impossible, to think of any message sent by one person to another 
that does not, in some way, also carry a commentary on the relationship between 
the two parties. In a sense, then, each message carries information at two levels. 
Watzlawick, Beavin, and Jackson call these the content level and the relationship level.2 
To illustrate this concept, consider the following example. When I say, “Come in. 
Have a seat,” the content indicates some rather specific behaviors to follow. However, 
there may also be a relationship message that combines vocal, verbal, and nonverbal 
cues and says, “I don’t know you very well; you probably want a lot from me but won’t 
give much in return; let’s keep this brief and formal; state your business and get out; I 
am in control of this situation, and this is just the first of several directives I’ll be issu-
ing in the next few minutes; because of my position, I expect you to follow my orders.” 
In short, the relationship message tells us how to interpret the content. It should also 
be noted that message content may carry some important relationship information. 
In the phrase “Get me a cup of coffee,” the content itself involves one person doing 
something for the other and the form is a direct injunction. This may be taken by the 
recipient as a message indicative of a superior/subordinate relationship.3 Regardless of 
their origin, relationship messages provide us with a good deal of information about 
how we see the other person, how we see ourselves, what kind of relationship the two 
of us have in this situation, what kind of relationship we have generally, or what kind 
of relationship is desired in the future.

What we are doing on the relationship level is sending a message about a mes-
sage.4 Sometimes we receive relationship information through the perception of 
nonverbal cues enacted during the verbal message—for example, a stern look, a curt 
voice, a warm handshake, a reduction of physical space separating the communica-
tors. Sometimes messages are verbally altered and adapted to meet the demands of a 
specific relationship. A student may say, “Ok, uh, Professor Lipid. I can see you have 
some other students waiting to see you, so I guess I’ll leave. Thanks so much for your 
help. I’ll see you tomorrow in class.” The same student would no doubt terminate 
his conversation with a close friend in a much different manner, “Yeah, right. Later.” 
Sometimes we feel the necessity of metacommunicating verbally when we sense our 
nonverbal cues have not been sufficient. One partner in a dating pair says, “You think 
I’d watch an x-rated movie with you? You must be crazy!” This is followed by a smile, 
a friendly touch, and a laugh—all of which attempt to communicate, “We have such 
a warm and understanding relationship I can add a playful dimension and you will 
understand and accept it.” However, if the nonverbal cues did not serve their intended 
purpose (either through sender or receiver error), it may be necessary for the speaker 
to metacommunicate by verbally stating that his or her intentions were of a  “kidding”  
nature. This example also illustrates the confusion that incongruous  verbal and 
 nonverbal cues can cause—“Your words say you love me, but your behavior leaves 
considerable doubt.”
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Much of the time, we process relationship-level information without much con-
scious thought—almost automatically. On at least three occasions, though, we are 
keenly aware of relationship messages.

 1. One such occasion occurs when the message seems to violate drastically our expec-
tations for the relationship in a given situation—for example, being greeted by a 
stranger with a hello, a hug, and a kiss!

 2. A second occasion occurs when we are involved in relationships characterized by 
high levels of intensity. Research by Knobloch, Solomon, and their colleagues, for 
example, shows that there are periods of turbulence in relationships, when  reactions 
to relational messages are particularly strong (in both positive and negative ways). 
One time when a lot of couples experience a turbulent period is when they are 
deciding whether to transition from dating casually to more serious  involvement.5 
Likewise, a couple battling the forces pulling their relationship apart will heighten 
their awareness for any information that threatens their two-person community. 
In these situations, we see a fusion of the content and relationship levels—both 
provide information pertaining to the relationship itself.

 3. A third occasion occurs when disagreement and conflict arise. During such strife, 
the combatants may have several reactions: trying to become the sole “winner,” 
planning strategies to be “one-up” next time and thereby recoup losses incurred 
from not “winning,” or simply enjoying the feeling of being whipped by the oth-
er’s rhetorical superiority, and so on. The following dialogue, focusing on mari-
tal conflict, serves to summarize some of the concepts outlined in the preceding 
paragraphs:

wife: Honey, you really 
watch too much TV.

Although the content addresses a specific behavior, 
the relationship level is saying: I wish you didn’t 
have so many things that take time and attention 
away from me. TV is only one minor example that 
happened to strike me at the moment.

husband: I do not. The relationship message has been ignored 
completely, and the husband prepares himself for 
the impending battle over TV watching.

wife: C’mon, honey…you 
do too.

The wife feels obligated to defend her initial 
statement. She cannot or will not verbalize the 
major problem with the relationship but tries 
not to be too argumentative at this point. She is 
still hoping her husband will respond to her cues 
that reveal the relationship message—sitting on 
the arm of his chair with her arm around his 
shoulders.
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husband: All right, then, 
I won’t watch any TV for a 
whole week, damn it!

He is still trying to win on the content level. His 
kick-me-while-I’m-down strategy is clever because 
if she agrees, she is really a shrew—knowing what 
a sacrifice it would be. (The “damn it” dramatized 
the sacrifice.) Besides, if she agrees, he will still 
“win” because she will feel guilty for having caused 
him to be one-down—which of course puts him 
one-up.

wife: Oh, just forget it. 
Do what you want.

The wife sees the trap her husband has prepared 
on the content level. She gives up on the possibility 
of positive communication on the relationship level 
and removes herself from his chair and starts to 
leave the scene.

husband: Forget it! How 
can I forget it? You come in 
here and make a big deal 
out of my TV habits. Then, 
to satisfy you, I agree to 
cut it out completely and 
you say, “forget it”! What’s 
wrong with you, anyway?

He realizes he has won on the content level and 
finally tunes into the relationship level—only to 
find negative cues. As if enjoying a relationship 
where he dominates, he tries to prolong his 
“winning” streak by urging continued argument—
never realizing he is also prolonging his 
counterpart’s losing streak.

Now the wife assesses her marital relationship. Her husband does not pay enough 
attention to her; he was insensitive to her metacommunication about their relationship; 
he enjoys dominating her; and now he has impugned her sanity for wishing to drop an 
issue she raised in the first place. The forecast for the immediate future is a long, mis-
erable argument about TV watching. The long-range forecast is a frustrated and con-
fused husband who can’t understand why his wife is leaving him, especially since the only 
thing they fought about was so trivial—TV watching. For illustrative clarity, this dialogue 
focuses our attention on the husband’s response to relationship messages. Obviously, 
this “interaction snapshot” distorts the dynamics of the husband–wife relationship and 
their mutual contribution to it. We might, for instance, find a link between the husband’s 
desire to watch TV and the wife’s previous orientation to his relationship messages.

Thus, human communication may be affected by the existing relationship, but it 
will also structure the nature of any future relationship. If you are in a serious rela-
tionship, you know you must communicate a great deal of affection to your partner 
because that is the nature of your commitment. In the process of making these mes-
sages of affection, however, you may do one of two things, depending on how effective 
you are at sending or how effective your partner is at receiving: (1) you may affirm the 
level of your relationship or (2) you may change the level of your relationship to one 
of greater or lesser intimacy.
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Up to this point, we have focused primarily on relationship messages communi-
cated in the course of everyday conversation. But what about those times when people 
talk to each other (or third parties) directly and specifically about their relationship? 
What do they talk about? How do they talk in order to make sense of their relation-
ship? Two studies that gathered information from people in a variety of relationships 
suggest the following:6

 ■ People talk about relationships as work—the effort involved, the sacrifices, the 
energy needed, and so on.

 ■ People talk about the commitment associated with relationships. This involves both 
the commitment necessary to begin a relationship and the commitment needed to 
sustain it.

 ■ People talk about relationships as involvement. Involvement is reflected in 
such things as the time spent together, the quantity and quality of the talk, and 
sharing.

 ■ People talk about their relationships as unique or special.
 ■ People talk about relationships in terms of manipulation. Manipulation is the 

 control of one’s partner for one’s own gains.
 ■ People talk about relationships in terms of consideration and respect.
 ■ People talk about their relationships as a developing journey of discovery.
 ■ People talk about their relationships as a game.
 ■ People talk about their relationships as risky and potentially dangerous.
 ■ People talk about their relationships as uncontrollable forces.
 ■ People talk about their relationships as a system of bargaining and trade-offs.

Obviously, different types of relationships will emphasize different themes. And some-
times the interaction will focus on the lack of these factors as well as their presence.

The involvement theme seems to be an overriding issue for relationships.7 In one 
study of fifty-two married couples who were asked to discuss with each other a list of 
common problems facing married couples, the content of these conversations included 
communal themes (togetherness, interdependence), individual themes (emphasizing 
separate identities and roles), and impersonal themes (factors/forces outside the mar-
riage that are believed responsible for shaping it). The couples who manifested more 
communal themes tended to report a greater satisfaction with their relationship than 
those who exhibited more individual themes.8

In addition to helping us understand the content of couples’ talk about their rela-
tionships, this study identifies another important feature of interaction—namely, how 
the two partners combine their efforts as they discuss the content of their relationship. 
Thus, no matter what content was being discussed, the couples were also communi-
cating a message about their relationship by how they interacted.



8 Part I: Human Communication in Developing Relationships

Five Important Misconceptions About 
Communication in Relationships

Even under the best conditions, communicating effectively in human relationships 
can be difficult. Even when we try very hard, effective communication may elude us. 
Sometimes these problems are associated with rigid and inappropriate assumptions 
about the nature of communication in relationships.

1.  The Assumption of Consistency  (“But that’s not what you said yesterday.”) 
Having others “be consistent” is highly valued in this society. It should be. It helps us 
make useful predictions about others so that we can adopt appropriate attitudes and 
behavior toward them. It is understandable, then, that seeming inconsistencies in oth-
ers receive far less support than those we perceive in ourselves. On the other hand, we 
want to be able to change our own opinion or behavior, to be both independent and 
dependent, to be a person who is both stingy and generous, to be fully committed to 
cohabitation with somebody but also wanting time alone and to be a “take-charge” per-
son in some things at some times and a willing “follower” on other occasions. And we 
really like people who understand this. Even though we value consistency in others, we 
rarely thank someone for pointing out a seeming inconsistency in our own behavior.

One of the reasons we aren’t very receptive to another’s accusations of inconsis-
tency is that we may not perceive our behavior as inconsistent. Inconsistency and con-
sistency are in the eye and ear of the beholder. For example, within fifteen minutes a 
wife makes these statements to her husband: “You spend too much money” and “You 
don’t ever take me out to a nice restaurant anymore.” The husband may perceive these 
as inconsistent—thinking he would have to spend money to take his wife out to din-
ner. The wife does not see the inconsistency because she is talking about his personal 
spending, not spending for their mutual benefit. In addition, to the wife the impor-
tance of going out together far supersedes the importance of spending money. Much 
of what we say omits important personal reservations that listeners would do well to 
explore before charging the person with inconsistency.

We should expect relationship messages to exhibit both consistency and incon-
sistency. The so-called “ideal” relationship does not manifest a continual stream of 
supportive messages. Ideal relationships are those in which the participants under-
stand and appreciate the necessity of both positive and negative messages. Those with 
less tolerance for seemingly inconsistent behavior may have more trouble maintaining 
a wide variety of relationships. This intolerance for inconsistency may be especially 
troublesome in more enduring relationships because we often tend to emphasize our 
consistency first and reveal contrariety later.

Why do these seeming inconsistencies occur? Life situations and communication 
contexts change. You may want to be “wild and crazy” at the party and “quiet and con-
servative” at home; you may find frequent conversations on the topic of sex rewarding 
at one point in your life and boring at another. If we assume a person is “always like 
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that” or “always will be like that,” we run a high risk of being wrong. We may like 
somebody more than anyone we know but not want to marry him or her; we may 
love somebody more than anyone else but vehemently dislike something about him or 
her. While some may wish to view such behavior as “inconsistent,” it is more produc-
tively viewed as natural—reflecting the continual unfolding and complexity of each 
human being. When it seems to occur, it may be a valuable opportunity for learning 
more about the other person and your relationship rather than a time for trying to 
straighten out what will never be straight.

2.  The Assumption of Simple Meaning  (“Well, you said it so you must 
have meant it!”) Most of us are taught to pay attention to what is said—the words. 
Words do provide us with some information, but meanings are derived from so 
many other sources that it would hinder our effectiveness as a partner to a relation-
ship to rely too heavily on words alone. Words are used to describe only a small 
part of the many ideas we associate with any given message. Sometimes we can gain 
insight into some of those associations if we listen for more than words. We don’t 
always say what we mean or mean what we say. Sometimes our words don’t mean 
anything except “I’m letting off some steam. I don’t really want you to pay close 
attention to what I’m saying. Just pay attention to what I’m feeling.” Mostly we 
mean several things at once.

A woman says to the guy she’s been dating, “I really like you, but I wish you weren’t 
so messy. I couldn’t live in a place that looks like your dorm room.” The guy replies, 
“I’ve always been like this.” Actually, he hasn’t always been messy. When he lived at 
home, his parents wouldn’t let him be messy, but the unspoken message is, “I don’t 
have a problem with my messiness. Why can’t you be more accepting of how I am 
instead of trying to change me? Besides, who asked you to live with me?” The search 
for a more expansive view of meaning can be developed by examining a message in 
terms of who said it, when it occurred, the related conditions or situation, and how it 
was said.

Doonesbury/Universal Uclick




