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SO CALLED LOGICAL LEVELS AND SYSTEMIC NLP 
 
 Whether one is speaking of language, description, explanation, theory, or 
epistemology, discussion of these topics is often structured in terms of levels, 
strata, order, or frames of reference.  Having a theory about theories or a 
description of descriptions involves differences in logical frames of reference.  
To mark a distinction in space is to indicate two different levels - for 
example, an inside and an outside.  Similarly, distinguishing between a 
system and subsystem implies different orders of demarcation. 
        Bradford Keeney 
        Aesthetics of Change 
        (p. 29) 
 
SO CALLED LOGICAL LEVELS 
 Gregory Bateson pointed out that in the processes of learning, change, 
and communication there were natural hierarchies of classification.  The 
function of each level was to organize the information on the level below it, 
and the rules for changing something on one level were different from those 
for changing a lower level.  Changing something on a lower level could, but 
would not necessarily, affect the upper levels; but changing something in the 
upper levels would necessarily change things on the lower levels in order to 
support the higher level change.  Bateson noted that it was the confusion of 
logical levels that often created problems. 
        Robert Dilts 
        Changing Belief Systems with NLP 
        ( p. 209) 
 
 The brain, and in fact any biological or social system, is organized into 
levels.  Your brain has different levels of processing.  As a result you can 
have different levels of thinking and being.  When we are working to 
understand the brain, or to change behavior, we need to address these 
different levels.  The same thing will be true inside a business system where 
there are different levels of organization. 
 From the psychological point of view there seem to be five levels that you 
work with most often.  (1) The basic level is your environment, your external 
constraints. (2) You operate on that environment through your behavior.  (3) 
Your behavior is guided by your mental maps and your strategies, which 
define your capabilities: (4) These capabilities are organized by belief 
systems  - and (5) beliefs are organized by identity. 
 So when a person is experiencing a difficulty, what you might want to 
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know is whether this difficulty is coming from his external context, or is it 
that he doesn’t have the specific sort of behavior required by that 
environment? Is the reason because he hasn’t developed the appropriate 
strategy or map to generate that behavior?  Is it because he lacks belief, or 
has a conflicting belief that interferes with his life or his outcome?  Finally, is 
there some interference at the level of identity, of the whole system? 
 These become very important distinctions for anyone working in the areas 
of learning, communication or change. 
       Robert Dilts 
       Changing Belief Systems With NLP 
       (pp. 1-2) 
 
 So says Robert Dilts to describe his popular model called logical levels.  
Dilts says that these levels are in ascending order: your environment, your 
behavior, your capabilities, your belief systems, your identity and ”spiritual.”  
These represent your boundaries and constraints, your strength, your mind, 
your heart, your Soul and your God.  Dilts calls these logical levels and 
arranges them in a column one above the other.  Later he changed this to a 
pyramid.  We will refer to it as the totem pole model after the custom of 
American Indians to carve totem poles with figures one above the other.  
 In later versions of his model, Dilts adds an upside down totem pole on top 
of his original totem pole.  Its base is identity/role which answers ”Who?”  
Above this is team/group, and then organization, and then community, and 
then global system and all of these are the system or ”who else?”  Also, in a 
later version Dilts expands identity to include a person’s role, mission and/or 
sense of self. 
 In a private conversation with Dilts at the NLP Leadership Conference he 
emphasized the distinction between logical types which he ascribed to 
Russell and Whitehead and viewed as categorical and Bateson’s logical 
levels which he viewed as hierarchical and recursive.  Dilts said that his 
metaphor for levels came from mathematical derivatives and not from 
philosophy.  When I asked him about the names for his levels Dilts said that 
he had chosen them based on the responses of his students and that some of 
the labeling came from doing criteria utilization patterns.  He also 
emphasized that logical levels were intimately connected to levels within the 
nervous system itself. 
 
OPERATIONAL FORM OF LOGICAL LEVELS 
 Logical levels are a useful set of things to consider.  But in a sense they 
are incomplete.  The question is how do you operationalize them or put them 
into practice.   They are a useful map.  What is lacking is a set of instructions 
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as to what to do with the map.  Dilts does provide a variety of helpful 
examples showing how to identify from language what level is being 
addressed.   This part is very helpful. 
  The question that remains, however, is once you can identify the level, 
then what do you do?  Do you intervene at that level, and if that doesn’t work 
then move up a level?  Since the levels are in a hierarchy with downward 
causation, then it may be assumed that all problems are ultimately identity 
issues or even spiritual.  So why not just start with identity and work down?  
The obvious answer is that change becomes more difficult and requires more 
skill and time to implement as the logical level increases.  In the name of 
efficiency it is best to solve the problem at the lowest level possible which 
requires the easiest intervention.  It is only if this does not work that you go 
to a higher level. 
 The point is that logical levels need to be supplemented with some 
guidance such as follows.  Always intervene at the lowest level possible to 
affect the desired change.  If intervention at a level does not work, then there 
may be problems at a higher level.  In this case go up one level and see if the 
desired change occurs. 
  It is also important to recognize that a higher level change may be 
necessary in order to effect a lower level change, but it does not 
automatically create the change.  For example, a person may lack a certain 
capability.  Yet installing the necessary strategy may not work, because the 
strategy will not hold.  It may be necessary to make an identity shift so that 
the person is congruent with the strategy in question.  Once this occurs, the 
person will still need to have the new strategy installed in him. 
 Dilts presents an interesting model, and it would be helpful to have more 
guidance from him as to how to use it.  I don’t know if he would agree with 
the above operationalization or not.  In any case, more guidance as to use 
would be a helpful supplement to the map. 
 
THE CHALLENGE OF LOGICAL LEVELS 
 Dilts uses this model as the basis of everything from therapy to leadership 
to modeling.  His applications are often quite ingenious and his analysis quite 
interesting.  His model is simple (if not simplistic), it is easy to remember, 
and can be applied in any area.  His disciples love it.  So what could be a 
problem? 
 If the model was simply labeled ”some important elements to consider in 
any change context,” then I would not have a problem with it.  I agree with 
Dilts that it is helpful to consider these five elements in problem 
identification when a person or organization is having difficulties.  This list 
may not be complete, but it is a useful place to start.  
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  Unfortunately, however, this is not what it is called.  It is called logical 
levels, and it is part of something called Systemic NLP; and this is where I 
have a problem.   I have a problem; because it is neither logical nor levels, it 
is anti-systemic, and it is reductionistic and Wholistic.   Instead of 
considering a human being to be a system of interconnected and equal parts, 
it elevates some parts above other parts; and I think that this is both 
misleading and potentially dangerous.  Also, it leads to a view of spirituality 
based on a ”perception of being part of larger and larger systems surrounding 
us.”  I find this view of God to be pantheistic and prefer to seek God 
elsewhere. 
 I see Dilts’ model as lacking in both rigor and consistency and believe that 
it is based on a misinterpretation of Bateson.  It is part of what I see as a 
disturbing trend toward the popularization of NLP.  Such a trend left 
unchecked will only lead to a further loss of credibility for NLP in the 
business and professional worlds. 
 At this point the question might arise as to ”who cares?” and ”so what?”  
Isn’t this just a difference of opinion about different models of the world? 
You might say ”if you don’t like the model, then don’t use it” or ”you look at 
the world your way, and I’ll look at the world my way.”  This is well and 
good.  The problem is this.  As long as NLP stays an isolated discipline it 
can, like a religion, believe anything that it wants.  But what happens when 
NLP interfaces with the rest of the world.  NLP claims to be a powerful 
model that can effect change in the world.  There are many other disciplines 
that also make this claim.  For NLP to survive and thrive it will have to 
compete with other models or change technologies. 
 For it to succeed several things will be necessary.  One is that it needs to 
be stated with rigor and precision.  Second is that in order to communicate 
with the world outside of NLP, NLP will have to use language that the rest of 
the world understands.  NLP is trying to connect to the outside world by 
claiming to be systemic and by claiming to follow cybernetic principles and 
systems thinking.  Cyberneticians and systems thinkers read and understand 
Bateson.  The challenge is that some of the vocabulary in Dilts’ logical levels 
has technical meanings in cybernetics and systems theory.  Logical levels, 
logical types and natural hierarchies have definite meanings in philosophy, 
mathematics, cybernetics and systems theory.  When a serious systems 
thinker looks at something like Dilts’ model of logical levels his immediate 
response is that it is, at best, nonsense or fuzzy thinking and at worst  just 
plain wrong. 
 As long as NLP sticks to therapy or health it can probably survive as an 
eclectic discipline.  In the business world it is a different story.  The standards 
are completely different.  There is far less tolerance.  Mistakes have financial 
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consequences.  Business people are careful what technology that they invest 
in.  It is very much a ”makes sense” community.  The challenge is that when 
a serious Graves World Five business person picks up a book on NLP that 
contains logical levels, his response is ”what kind of nonsense is this.”  And 
then the danger is that he will throw the baby out with the bath water. 
 In short, I believe that NLP can be used effectively in the business world 
as a powerful change technology.  To be accepted in that community, it will 
have to clean up its act.  This means intellectual rigor and precision and not 
just sweetness and light.  A good place to begin would be by abandoning the 
so called ”logical levels of NLP.” 
  This article will explain why I feel this way.  To understand this it will be 
necessary to first understand some history and some important models and 
distinctions. 
 
THE PROBLEM OF PARADOX 
 Explicitly noting the differences in order is an important procedure in 
epistemology.  Bateson did this by using a conceptual tool called logical 
typing which he borrowed from Russell and Whitehead.  In their great treatise 
Principia Mathematica, Russell and Whitehead undertake the challenge of 
deriving all of mathematics from set theory.  One of the thorniest problems in 
this undertaking revolved around the paradoxes that arise when a frame of 
reference is confused with the items within its frame (in logical terms when a 
class is a member of itself). 
 This problem has existed from ancient times as characterized by the 
remark of Epimenides the Cretan who said "all Cretans lie."   How do we 
make sense of this utterance?  Is it true or false?  If Epimenides is telling the 
truth, then all Cretans do lie, but then he is not lying so not all Cretans lie and 
the statement can’t be true.  But if the statement is false, then not all Cretans 
lie, and Epimenides would be lying in saying so and so the statement can’t be 
false.  So which is it?  If he is lying, then he is telling the truth, and if he is 
telling the truth, then he is lying.   In logic this is known as a paradox.  A 
common source of paradoxes is when statements or their authors refer to 
themselves.  This is the problem of ”self reference,” and it gave Whitehead 
and Russell quite a headache.  Logicians do not like paradox, since it offends 
their orderly model of the world. 
 Russell and Whitehead came up with an ingenious way of dealing with the 
problem.  This involved two parts.  First was to distinguish between a 
statement and a statement about a statement.  They called this the theory of 
logical types.   With this distinction it was possible to determine when a 
statement was referring to itself. 
 The second thing that Whitehead and Russell did was to make a rule in 
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logic that paradoxes were to be avoided by always pointing out the logical 
typing of statements.  Thus to avoid the paradox of self reference Russell and 
Whitehead simply banned paradox itself by making an injunction requiring 
that the logical level of terms, concepts and expressions be specified.  In this 
way it was possible to avoid paradox by not permitting different logical 
levels to become confounded.  This was the accepted position in logic and 
philosophy for half of a century. 
 In 1967 a young Oxford don approached Russell with a proof that "logical 
levels" were unnecessary.  That young Oxford don was none other than G. 
Spencer-Brown who had discovered a logical formalism called the laws of 
form or the indicational calculus.  As Spencer-Brown described this event: 

Recalling Russell's connection with the Theory of Types, it was with some 
trepidation that I approached him in 1967 with the proof that it was 
unnecessary.  To my relief he was delighted.  The theory was, he said, the 
most arbitrary thing he and Whitehead had ever had to do, not really a 
theory but a stopgap, and he was glad to have lived long enough to see the 
matter resolved.  (pp. vii-ix) 

Thus the acceptance of self referential paradoxes into logic was sanctioned by 
Russell, and the theory of logical types abandoned.   Russell and Whitehead 
had not known how to formally use paradox so they had swept it under the 
rug.  Spencer-Brown brought it back out from under the rug. 
 In his book Laws of Form Spencer-Brown provides a formalism for 
mapping distinctions.  The most basic act of epistemology is the creation of a 
difference.  It is only by distinguishing differences that we are able to know 
the world.  Spencer-Brown begins with the injunction ”Draw a distinction!”  
He states further ”that a universe comes into being when a space is severed or 
taken apart” and that ”the boundaries can be drawn anywhere we please.”  
Thus an infinity of universes are possible from the primordial creative act of 
drawing distinctions.  In short, distinctions are all that there are, so create 
them wisely!  The notion of distinction is fundamental to the epistemology of 
cybernetics. 
 It is interesting that Klaus Grochowiak in Germany has developed an 
extension of the indicational calculus and applied it to NLP with interesting 
results.  Unfortunately his work is only available in German.  It is tragic  that 
most of the creative work in NLP is being done in Europe where the 
standards are much more rigorous than in the United States.  It is even more 
tragic that whereas all English NLP books are translated into German, no 
German NLP book has yet been translated into English. 
 
GREGORY BATESON AND THE LOGICAL LEVELS OF 
LEARNING 
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 In 1967, only three years before Russell’s historic meeting with Spencer-
Brown, Gregory Bateson wrote an important essay entitled The Logical 
Categories of Learning and Communicating.  In this essay, which was 
published in 1972 in his book Steps to an Ecology of Mind, Bateson discusses 
Russell and Whitehead’s theory of logical types and adopts logical typing as 
a descriptive tool for discerning the formal patterns of communication and 
learning.  He says that ”insofar as behavioral scientists still ignore the 
problems of Principia Mathematica, they can claim approximately sixty 
years of obsolescence.” (1972, p. 279) 
 Bateson adopted logical typing as a descriptive tool for discerning the 
formal patterns of communication that underlie human experience, 
interaction and learning.  It must be emphasized that this use differs from the 
injunctive use by Russell and Whitehead.  To literally translate Russell and 
Whitehead's theory of logical types into the behavioral sciences would mean 
that there would be a rule forbidding mistyping of levels.  Bateson would 
never have accepted such a rule.  In fact it was Bateson who showed that 
patterns of logical mistyping characterize poetry, humor, learning and 
creativity.  In summary, Bateson believed that the notion of logical typing is 
only useful in a solely descriptive manner.  In such a use it may lead to a 
fuller awareness and appreciation of our patterns of knowing. 
 Bateson was well aware of his extended use of Russell and Whitehead’s 
theory of types.  As he put it: ”Whether Russell and Whitehead had any idea 
when they were working on Principia Mathematica that the matter of their 
interest was vital to the life of human beings and other organisms, I do not 
know.” (1979, p. 116) 
 Bateson’s most famous application of logical types in his essay is to the 
area of learning.  It is through this essay and the logical types of learning that 
logical levels have descended into NLP.  Bateson describes five orders of 
learning with the section on learning level IV being added in 1971.  As 
Bateson recapitulates the different levels: 

Zero learning is characterized by specificity of response, which, right or 
wrong, is not subject to correction. 
Learning I is change in specificity of response by correction of errors of 
choice within a set of alternatives. 
Learning II is change in the process of Learning I, e.g., a corrective 
change in the set of alternatives from which choice is made, or it is a 
change in how the sequence of experiences is punctuated. 
Learning III is change in the process of Learning II, e.g., a corrective 
change in the system of sets of alternatives from which choice is 
made.... 
Learning IV would be change in Learning III, but probably does not 
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occur in any adult living organism on this earth. 
 Although Bateson’s account of levels of learning is fascinating and 
thought provoking, we will not go into it further here.  His account is 
somewhat complicated by his lacking the vocabulary and distinctions of 
modern cybernetics and systems theory.  Bateson was a brilliant thinker who 
came at the beginning of an age.   He is difficult to read, because he was 
attempting to formulate certain ideas for the first time.  Now we have the 
concepts and vocabulary of modern systems theory that Bateson lacked, and 
this allows us to capture his insights with greater rigor and precision that he 
was capable of doing.  Probably the best clarification and expansion of 
Bateson’s ideas on learning has been done by Marvin Oka in Australia in his 
brilliant work on Generative LearningSM. 
 Before we leave Bateson, however, it will be necessary to understand what 
Bateson meant by logical levels in his levels of learning, because it is through 
this that the notion of logical levels (which has been long since abandoned in 
philosophy and logic in favor of clearer and more rigorous models) has 
descended into NLP.  Notice that for Bateson each level of learning is 
characterized by a ”change in the preceding level.”  He goes from a ”specific 
response” to a ”set of responses” to a ”change in the set of responses” to a 
”change in the system of sets of responses” to a ”change in the system of 
sets,” etc.  Another way of seeing this is as a movement from behavior to 
context to metacontext to meta-metacontext, etc. 
 The critical question is: ”What is the relationship between these different 
levels of learning?”  It seems evident that it is one of inclusion and 
transcendence and that each level is a subset of the level above it.  The 
”specific response” is part of a ”set of responses” which is itself a part of a 
”system of sets” which is part of a” system of systems of sets,” etc.    Another 
way to put this is that each level adds further distinctions to the previous 
level, i.e. it includes and transcends it.  These distinctions are always 
distinctions drawn on previous distinctions.  Bateson reminds us that 
although we, as observers, may punctuate our experience in terms of a 
hierarchy of logical levels, we should not forget that this hierarchy is 
recursively structured and that our distinctions are always distinctions drawn 
on distinctions.  Bateson referred to this as a hierarchy of orders of 
recursiveness. 
 Bateson explains: ”From this paradigm, it appears that the idea of ”logical 
typing,” when transplanted from the abstract realms inhabited by 
mathematical philosophers to the hurly-burly world of organisms, takes on a 
very different appearance.  Instead of a hierarchy of classes, we face a 
hierarchy of orders of recursiveness.”  (1997, p. 201)  One of the most 
frequently used examples of a natural hierarchy of levels is the biological 
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universe which goes from cells to metabolic organisms to protoneuronal 
organisms to neuronal organisms to neural cords to brain stem to limbic 
system to neocortex to complex neocortex.  In this natural hierarchy each 
level transcends and includes its predecessor.  A natural hierarchy is simply 
an order of increasing wholeness where the whole of one level becomes a 
part of the whole of the next level.  Virtually all growth processes, from 
matter to life to mind, occur via natural hierarchies.  It is important to 
distinguish a natural hierarchy from a dominator hierarchy which occurs 
when a part of a natural hierarchy usurps its position and attempts to 
dominate the whole. 
 Some possible confusion may arise from the use of the word levels which 
is a spatial metaphor.  None of these levels is actually lower or higher than 
any of the others in a spatial sense.  As Bradford Keeney puts the matter: 
”When we speak of a cell being a different level than the whole organ, say a 
liver, we do not think of a liver as standing on top of a cell.  Instead we see an 
organ engulfing its component parts.  The trick to seeing orders of recursion 
in systemic hierarchies is to view them as a cascade of Chinese boxes - 
systems within systems within systems.  All of these boxes can be seen as 
collapsed upon themselves, that is, seen as a monistic whole, or they can be 
stretched out so that different nodal points, levels, strata or orders are 
identified.  Each perspective, whole and parts, is different but complimentary.  
Our epistemology is richer if we keep both punctuations.”  (p. 47)  Also, it is 
critical to realize that exactly what we want to call a ”level” is somewhat 
arbitrary, but that the relative placements of the levels is not arbitrary. 

 
TYPES, LEVELS, HIERARCHIES  AND CHUNKING 
 There is a confusion in NLP between types, levels, logical types, logical 
levels and hierarchies..  This is further confused by the attempt in NLP to 
explain everything in terms of chunking and the confusion between chunking 
direction and hierarchies. 
 Type is often used synonymously with class or category and refers to ”a 
number of things or persons sharing a particular characteristic, or set of 
characteristics, that causes them to be regarded as a group, more or less 
precisely defined or designated.”  It is the shared characteristic(s) (sameness) 
that determine the type.  As Korzybski pointed out, types, categories and 
classification exist in the mind and not in nature.  They are the mechanism by 
which the mind sorts information in terms of similarity.  Type is unspecified, 
and whenever  we hear the word type our meta model challenge should be to 
ask ”type of what specifically?’  This is a request for the set of characteristics 
(sameness) that cause us to group the type together.  
 NLP uses a model called chunking.  It is also an information model.  
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Chunks also exist in the mind and not in nature.  In the chunk model types are 
lateral chunks.  To chunk laterally one must first chunk up to a larger category 
and then chunk back down in parallel.  In short, chunks are lateral, because 
they are parts of the same larger chunk or class or category.  (For a further 
description of chunking see Woodsmall and Woodsmall, pp. 113f) 
 Levels are a spatial metaphor.  The definition of level  is ”having an even 
surface with no part higher than another.”  It can also mean equal as in quality 
or importance.  So level  is sameness in height, quality or importance.  Levels  
is difference in height, quality or importance.  Levels can also be difference in 
abstraction.  Levels equate to stratification.  Remember that height is a spatial 
metaphor.  The relationships that we are talking about in NLP are seldom 
spatial.  When we speak of levels in NLP we are almost always talking 
metaphorically about levels of abstraction and not actual levels of height. 
 Quality and importance are value judgements which can be arranged in a 
hierarchy of importance.  This hierarchy is neither a hierarchy of abstraction 
nor a natural systemic hierarchy.  An example of a hierarchy of abstraction in 
NLP is the concept of levels in generative linguistics where it refers to the 
different types of representation encountered within the derivation of a 
sentence, for example deep and surface structure levels of representation.  
Like the word type the word levels is also unspecified, and we must always 
ask what the levels in question are levels of.  Are they ”levels of 
representation” as in generative linguistics, or actual physical levels which are 
measurable, or levels of quality or importance which are value judgements, or 
natural systemic levels which are levels of recursion where each level includes 
and transcends the previous level?. 
 So how do levels relate to the chunking model?  We talk about chunking up 
and down which is also a spatial metaphor.  Levels are a way of chunking up 
or down.  This can be done in many ways which often leads to confusion in 
NLP.  The key to sort them out has to do with context.  One way to chunk up 
or down is in the context of information and is in terms of generality.  In this 
case chunking up is more general and chunking down is more specific.  
Another way to chunk up or down is in the context of things or processes and 
in terms of inclusion.  In this case chunking down is breaking something into 
its component parts and chunking up is finding a larger whole of which the 
thing or process that we start with is a part.  Systems theory is the study of the 
laws governing this part whole relationship.  We will come back to this 
shortly. 
 It is important to notice that not all levels are translatable into chunk size.  
Levels of quality or importance are value judgements.  They may be mapped 
onto a spatial scale with more important being higher and less important being 
lower.  In criteria utilization patterns we may utilize a higher level value 



 
11

against a lower level value.  This is not chunking.  It is value hierarchies.   
Both use a spatial metaphor, but they are totally different things. 
 A hierarchy is any system of persons or things ranked one above another.  
Hierarchies are the method by which the mind sorts in terms of value 
judgements or priorities, or ranks things in a linear order.  Note once again the 
use of the spatial metaphor.  Also, note the critical word ranked.  One way to 
rank things or persons is in terms of quality or importance which are based on 
value judgements.  In NLP sometimes people refer to a hierarchy of ideas.  
This is a category mistake and only leads to confusion.  Believing and valuing 
are two different processes.  Believing has to do with evidential warrant and 
degrees of credibility whereas valuing has to do with prioritizing.  Ideas and 
beliefs form a continuum from peripheral to core depending on our 
willingness to abandon them in the face of contra factual evidence.  Values 
can be placed in a hierarchy of importance. 
 There are other ways to rank things.  One is in terms of time or 
developmental sequence.  In this case, we use a different spatial metaphor.  
This time we speak of before and after.  Things come into existence and then 
go out of existence.  In the case of living organisms we speak of growth which 
occurs in stages between birth and death.  There are cycles of growth to 
maturation followed by gradual decay to dissolution.  Every thing or process 
has a beginning at a certain point, develops or evolves to a certain point, and 
then devolves or breaks down until it passes out of existence.  We can also 
rank things in order of abstraction and in orders of parts and wholes and in 
orders of recursion.  Systems theory describes the laws governing these types 
of ranking. 
 The word hierarchies was introduced by the sixth-century Christian mystic 
Dionysius the Areopagite to refer to nine celestial orders in which each 
successive order was more inclusive and more encompassing and, in that 
sense, higher.  In systems theory a hierarchy is simply an order of events 
ranked according to their Wholistic capacity.  In any developmental sequence, 
what is whole at one stage becomes a part of a larger whole at the next stage.  
In any developmental or growth sequence, as a more encompassing stage 
emerges, it includes the capacities and patterns and functions of the previous 
stage, and then adds its own unique and more encompassing capacities.  These 
are called natural hierarchies and are the natural hierarchies that Bateson 
was referring to. We will return to systems theory shortly.  Before we do that 
we need to deal with logical types and logical levels. 
 
 LOGICAL TYPES AND LOGICAL LEVELS 
 So what are logical types and logical levels, and how do they fit into the 
picture?  What is added by the use of the adjective logical?  What is the 
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relationship between types and levels that makes them logical?  The answer to 
this question is important if we are going to understand logical levels in NLP.  
How do logical levels differ from the grammatical levels and from levels of 
values or criteria?  Logically to understand what makes something logical we 
start with the one great similarity between logic and NLP.  Logic does, and 
NLP claims to, deal only with form and not with content.  So logical types and 
logical levels have to do with the relationships involved between the types and 
the levels and not with the actual content of the specific types or levels. 
 Let us begin with logical types.  The theory of logical types as developed 
by Russell was intended to point out a critical difference between certain 
classes or types (form) and not to focus on the similar characteristics of a 
particular type (content).  For Russell a class is of a higher type than its 
members and in an assertion the predicate is of a higher type than its subject.  
In the simple theory of types, the initial type level is that of the individual 
followed by properties of individuals followed by properties of properties, etc.  
So the logical relation is that each level consists of properties of the previous 
level.  Notice that logical types are defined in terms of logical levels. 
 Russell and Whitehead also developed another theory of types called the 
Ramified Theory to deal with another class of paradoxes.    In the Ramified 
theory attention is given not only to the elements of the simpler theory but 
also to the hierarchy of orders.  This consists of first order functions, second 
order functions, etc. with each function quantifying over a lower type.  Notice 
once again the use of the spatial metaphor of higher and lower.  What makes 
the levels logical is the logical relation of quantification. 
 How can we translate this into language that we understand in NLP?  In 
NLP we use the word meta.  (In fact we don’t just use it but seem to be 
obsessed by it.)  We have the meta model and meta-programs and the meta-
language and meta logic and now meta states and we go meta.  What does all 
of this mean?  Actually these do not all express the same relationship, but we 
don’t need to get into that now. 
 The word meta may be used two ways in logic.  One refers to levels of 
abstraction.  For example, the language that we speak is different from the 
metalanguage that we use to talk about the language that we speak.  Every 
language has its signs which refer to the world, and its signs which refer to 
other signs of the language.  This is the map and territory distinction that came 
into NLP through Korzybski.  Thus it is possible to distinguish between the 
language in use and the meta-language which refers to the signs of the 
language itself.  Refers is a logical relationship.  Another way to describe this 
relation is as follows.  We may make a distinction.  Then we may make a 
distinction about the distinction that we have just made.  We can call this a 
meta distinction.  Distinction is a logical relationship.  Korzybski called these 
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levels of abstraction. 
 There are other important logical relationships that form the basis of set 
theory.  They include membership, inclusion, identity and negation.  With 
these relationships we can describe the laws governing classes or aggregates.   
Logical levels can be defined in terms of relations in set theory which was 
what Russell and Whitehead set out to do.  Zermelo in developing axiomatic 
set theory was able to avoid the paradoxes that led Russell to the theory of 
types. 
 So what is the bottom line?  Logical involves logic, and this involves a 
formalism of some kind.  Logic deals with form and not content.  Logical 
types and logical levels are logical, because they involve a logical 
relationship.  The question that looms before us is what is the logical 
relationship in Dilts’ so called logical levels? 
 Bateson was concerned with logical levels of learning.  There are many 
different ways to learn.  We could call them types of learning.  Bateson was 
concerned with something else.  He realized that learning was a recursive 
process.  Recursion is a logical relationship.  Recursion is a next level that 
contains all of the levels below it.  Recursive refers to a process that operates 
on the product of its own operation.  We can learn and we can learn how to 
learn and we can learn how to learn how to learn.  Theoretically this process 
can go on indefinitely where at each stage we explore and refine the process 
of learning in which we have just engaged. 
 Bateson realized that this was parallel to Russell and Whitehead’s problem.  
It involves self reference.  We are learning to learn.  Bateson realized that for 
progress to occur in human development it would be necessary to sort out 
these levels of recursion in learning.  His point was that the process of 
learning itself is different at each level.  If we fail to sort this out we end up 
confusing higher and lower levels of learning.  Also, we may fail to realize 
that whereas all of the levels are valid ways of learning, each higher level is 
more generative or encompassing than the previous levels.  The danger, as my 
colleague Marvin Oka likes to say, is in confusing activity and productivity.  
We can spend a lot of activity at level zero and level I and learn very little in 
terms of choices of response.  On the other hand, we can spend time much 
more productively by focusing at higher levels.  Marvin Oka has sorted 
Bateson’s levels of learning  out better than anyone that I know of in a 
brilliant model that he calls ”Generative LearningSM.” 
 So why does Bateson call it ”logical levels” as opposed to just ”levels” of 
learning.  What is the word ”logical” intended to signify.  It intends to signify 
that there is a ”logical” relation between each level and this relation is called 
”recursion.”   In other words, each level is meta to the previous level in that it 
takes as its subject matter how to do the previous level.  Notice that whereas 
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these levels may develop over time, the relation that Bateson emphasizes 
between them is logical and not temporal.  Bateson also indicates a second 
logical relation between the levels.  This is a relation of inclusion.  Each lower 
level is a part of the higher level.  These levels go from specific members to a 
set to sets to systems of sets, etc.  As we already indicated, Bateson contrasted 
his levels to those of mathematical philosophy.  Bateson’s levels are a 
hierarchy of orders of recursiveness and not a hierarchy of classes.  Bateson 
viewed his levels as natural hierarchies. 
 Let us return to Dilts and examine the parallel between Bateson’s logical 
levels of learning and Dilts’ logical levels.  The first question for Dilts is 
logical levels of what?  The second question is what is the logical relationship 
between the levels that justifies the use of the word logical?  In short, why 
should we call them logical levels?  Are they a hierarchy of classes like those 
of Russell and Whitehead’s logical types or a natural hierarchy of orders of 
recursiveness like Bateson’s logical levels of learning?  Also, why does Dilts 
diagram them first with a totem pole and then with a pyramid?  Why does 
Dilts not use a series of Chinese boxes? 
 The question that we are faced with now is this: Is the relationship that we 
started with between Dilts’ logical levels of environment, behavior, capability, 
belief, identity, and spirit the same as the relationship between the levels in 
Bateson’s logical levels of learning?  If it is, then environment would have to 
be one of a set of behaviors which are part of a system of capabilities which 
are part of a system of system of beliefs which are part of a system of system 
of systems of identity, etc.  This is the dilemma with which we are faced.  So 
we are back to the question of what the relationship is between the elements of 
Dilts’ logical levels, and does it follow the paradigm for logical levels 
presented in either Russell or Whiteheads theory of logical types or Bateson’s 
logical levels of learning? 
 The answer would seem to be clearly that it does not.  Bateson presents 
logical levels of learning.  The question is what are Dilts logical levels logical 
levels of?  For Bateson the string is learning.  For Dilts there is no string.  
Also, Russell and Whitehead’s logical types and Bateson’s logical levels of 
learning are recursive whereas Dilts’ logical levels are not recursive, although 
Dilts seems to think that they are.  Bateson’s levels form a natural hierarchy 
and Dilts’ levels correspond to no known natural hierarchy.   Part of the 
problem is that Dilts is using psychological terminology that is not rigorously 
defined.  Dilts presents no model of human process to give meaning to his 
terms.  To prove his point Dilts will have to demonstrate that his levels are 
either levels of abstraction or levels of inclusion or that they are recursive. 
 In his glossary of NLP terminology Dilts defines logical levels as ”An 
internal hierarchy in which each level is progressively more psychologically 
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encompassing and impactful.” (1990, p. 217)  Unfortunately for Dilts neither 
psychologically encompassing  nor impactful are logical relationships.  
Psychologically encompassing would seem to be a form of inclusion, but it is 
too vague to pass a formal logical test.  Impactful implies control and alerts us 
to the possibility of either a values hierarchy or a dominator hierarchy.  Also 
Bateson refers to natural hierarchies and what Dilts presents is not a natural 
hierarchy.  It is interesting that here Dilts refers to logical levels as a 
hierarchy, but no where else does he refer to them as a hierarchy.  In short, 
Dilts fails to make it go.  So Dilts’ levels are not logical! The question remains 
as to what his ”illogical levels” really are?  To answer this question and to 
understand where Dilts is really coming from, we will need some further 
distinctions. 
 
SYSTEMS THEORY 
 Modern systems science has discovered that there are patterns of 
organization that are present in the physical, biological and psychological  
realms.  To understand systems theory let us begin with some definitions. 
 In systems theory, a system (Ackoff, pp. 18-25) is a whole that cannot be 
divided into independent parts, because every part of a system has properties 
that it loses when separated from the system, and every system has some 
properties that none of its parts do.  Ackoff further expands on this definition.  
A system is a set of two or more elements that satisfies the following three 
conditions: 
 1) The behavior of each element has an effect on the behavior of the whole. 
 2) The behavior of the elements and their effects on the whole are 
interdependent. 
 3) However, subgroups of the elements are formed, each has an effect on 
the behavior of the whole and none has an independent effect on it. 
 The environment of a system consists of those things that can effect the 
properties and performance of that system but over which it has no control.  
The environment is further divided into the transactional part over which the 
system has influence, but not control and the contextual part over which the 
system has neither influence nor control.  In short, the environment is what 
surrounds and externally defines the system.  The environment is not part of 
the system.  It is the space in which the system lives and operates.   An open 
system is in continuous interaction with its environment.  This interaction 
involves feedback. 
 In systems theory information flows back and forth across the boundary 
between the system and its environment.  Feedback is the return of part of a 
system’s output to its input, which is thereby changed.  Positive feedback 
takes an increase in output back to increase the input.   Negative feedback, in 
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contrast, takes back an output increase to decrease the input.  Negative 
feedback is therefore stabilizing in principle.  Notice that feedback is not ”a 
response to a stimulus” which is the way many people misuse the term in 
NLP.  So feedback is a method of controlling a system by reinserting into it 
the result of its past performance.  If the information that proceeds backwards 
from the performance is able to change the general method and pattern of 
performance, we have a process called learning.  Note that learning does not 
occur unless there is a change in the general method and pattern of 
performance! 
 The ability of the system to adjust to changes in its environment determines 
the viability of the system.  Variety is a measure of complexity or the number 
of possible states of the system.  The system must amplify its own variety or 
attenuate variety in the environment in order to remain viable.  Ashby’s law of 
requisite variety is only variety can absorb variety.  Note that it never appears 
in this form in any of the NLP literature. 
 Systems are distinguished from arbitrary collections of elements called 
aggregations or more colloquially heaps.  An aggregation or heap is  any set 
of subsystems or physical components which do not interact, or which do not 
have relationships in terms of the variables under consideration. 
 A human being is a complex physical, biological and psychological system.  
If we view a human being as a living system, then an important question 
arises.  A human being is made up of interacting parts.  The important 
question is are all of these parts equal or are some more primary than others?   
The systems view stresses that no part has an independent effect on the 
behavior of the whole.  For purposes of the system all of the parts are critical 
and equal. 
 Dilts’ logical levels model places parts of the system in a control or 
dominator hierarchy.  This is anti-systemic.  Also, he makes the environment 
part of the system when the environment is that which surrounds and bounds 
the system.  Dilts’ placement of the environment in his hierarchy makes no 
sense in terms of systems theory.  
 Further, do the elements of Dilts’ totem pole form a system or are they 
simply a heap of elements?  For them to be a system, they would have to all 
act interdependently and no part have an independent effect on the behavior of 
the whole.  If this is the case with Dilts’ totem pole, he does not explain it.  At 
this point it is difficult to conclude other than that Dilts’ elements form a heap.  
The question remains ”what is Dilts up to?”  He has a hierarchy of elements.  
We already showed that they do not form a natural systemic hierarchy, and 
here we see that they are not a system either.  What are they then?  And what 
is the motive behind them?  To answer these questions let us look at an NLP 
model that is systemic and that will help us to understand what Dilts is really 
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doing. 
 
AN ALTERNATIVE SYSTEMS VIEW 
 NLP has produced one systemic view of a human being which has held up 
well over time.  It is contained in Leslie Cameron-Bandler’s interaction meta-
program.  It analyzes human interactions in terms of three elements which are 
called external behavior, internal state, and internal process.  The interaction 
meta-program has a set of these elements for both parties in the interaction.  
We will only focus on one party.  For one party the system is best diagramed 
as a Mercedes emblem with three equal parts for external behavior, internal 
state, and internal process.  What surrounds the circle of these three parts is 
the environment with which the system is in continual interaction. 
 Let us translate this model into vocabulary that the rest of the world 
recognizes and understands.  A human being is a complex system involving 
the interaction of behaviors, emotions and thoughts.  There are three elements 
or domains which are the conative, having to do with activity and doing, the 
affective, having to do with feelings, emotions, values and motivation, and the 
cognitive, having to do with thinking and believing.  Behaviors are part of the 
content of the conative domain, values are part of the content of  the affective 
domain, and beliefs are part of the content of the cognitive domain.  This 
model is not new or unique to NLP.  It is the basic psychological view of man 
that goes back to the Greeks and probably the Egyptians.  It views man as 
composed of three interdependent processes.  All are interdependent, and no 
one part can change without the other parts also changing.  This model 
satisfies Ackoff’s three conditions for a system.  Unfortunately the history of 
NLP has been a history of continual attacks on this model! 
 The history of NLP has been marked by continual reductionist attempts to 
assert the primacy of one of these three elements.  A slogan (so called 
presupposition) of NLP is that ”mind and body are part of the same cybernetic 
system.”  This means that they are in continual interaction.  It does not mean 
that one controls or dominates the other.  NLP asserts the interactive nature of 
mind and body and then proceeds to ignore its own admonition.  NLP has 
been going in three different directions from the beginning. 
 One school championed by John Grinder and Tony Robbins asserts the 
primacy of physiology and behavior.    They say first to change physiology 
and behaviors and that everything else will follow.  This is the Klingon school 
which adheres to the maxim that ”When you have them by the balls, their 
hearts and minds will follow.”  A second school championed by Leslie 
Cameron-Bandler and recently by Michael Hall asserts the primacy of internal 
states.  They say first change your emotional state and everything else will 
change.  This is the hearts and flowers or Dr. Bones McCoy school.  The third 
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school championed by Bandler and Dilts asserts the primacy of internal 
process.  They say first change your strategies, sub-modalities, beliefs and 
identities and everything else will change.  This is the Mr. Spock or Vulcan 
school. 
 From systems theory we realize that any one of these three can serve as an 
entry point into the system, but none of them are primary.  All are important, 
and for change to be effective it has to generalize to all three components. 
 Dilts has always been an advocate of internal process.  His big thing is 
strategies and beliefs.  His logical levels model is just another attempt to show 
the primacy of internal process. 
 Lets compare Dilts’ logical levels to the Mercedes system model.  In the 
systems model, the environment surrounds the system.  In Dilts, the 
environment is part of the system and at the bottom of the totem pole.    In 
NLP we say that all behavior is context dependent.  This means that our 
behavior changes in different environments.  Our behavior influences our 
environment and our environment influences our behavior.  This is one of the 
great lessons of both NLP and systems theory.  The world is interactive and 
not based on one way causality. 
 Next comes specific behaviors which are at the bottom of the totem pole 
just above the environment.  In the Mercedes model, behaviors are one of the 
three components of the system.  In short Dilts subordinates external  
behaviors to internal process whereas the systems model emphasizes that they 
are co-equal. 
 The middle of Dilts’ totem pole is capabilities.  Here he includes states and 
strategies, i.e. internal states and internal processes.  In the systems model, 
internal states and internal processes are separate co-equal components in 
continual interaction with each other. 
 Next to the top of the Dilts totem pole is beliefs and values.  These are the 
content of the cognitive and affective domains!  So Dilts places content above 
process.  Also he calls it belief system which is internal process, but he 
includes values in it which are internal states.  Perhaps part of Dilts’ confusion 
is in the word ”why” which is ambiguous in English and can mean either 
reason or rationale for behavior (internal state) or explanation for behavior 
(internal process).  Dilts uses the words permission and motivation.  
Motivation is connected to internal states.  Only Dilts knows what permission 
is. 
 Finally at the top of Dilts’ totem pole we find identity.  But identity is 
simply a subset of beliefs.  It is beliefs about who ”I am” and who ”I am not.”  
This is an intellectual distinction expressed through beliefs.  In the Mercedes 
model, identity statements are an important class of beliefs which are a part of 
internal process.   So in the end, Dilts ends up with a subset of beliefs at the 
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top of the totem pole.  In short, he subordinates external behavior, internal 
states, and even internal process to a small part of the content of internal 
process. 
 Finally sitting on top of the totem pole like a great bird that just happened 
to land there is ”Spiritual” which Dilts equates with ”who else” and with God.  
This part seems entirely gratuitous as if it was grafted to the totem pole as an 
after thought.  As Marvin Oka points out spirituality is a context and not a 
level.  It is interesting that Dilts equates ”God” with ”who else.’  This is 
certainly in keeping with Dilts’ Graves World Six value system which 
emphasizes community and society over all else.  Dilts may prefer to look to 
”who else” for his God, but I prefer to look within.  He may view spirituality 
as being part of a larger system.  This is in keeping with Dilts’ World Six 
preference or to use Ken Wilber’s vocabulary Dilts’ preference for ”span” 
over ”depth” and his ”flat land” epistemology.  I prefer to follow Ken Wilber 
who emphasizes the danger of the final Omega point or final Whole whether it 
be the ”Greater Whole” or something else, and I also prefer, like Wilber, to 
seek my God elsewhere.   
 To further understand Dilts’ reductionistic program we need next to 
understand more about reductionism itself .  Also, we are still trying to figure 
out what Dilts’ totem pole really is.  So far we have ascertained that it is 
reductionistic and that it is not logical levels.  It is levels, however, and it is a 
hierarchy, but it is not a natural systemic hierarchy.  To understand it we need 
to know more about hierarchies.  This takes us to one of the great systemic 
thinkers of our time and one of the most significant books ever written. 
 
HIERARCHY VERSES HETERARCHY 
 In his brilliant book Sex, Ecology, Spirituality Ken Wilber lays out certain 
principles which form the basis of systems theory.  Wilber, following Arthur 
Koestler, calls systems holons to emphasize that they are neither wholes nor 
parts but whole parts which are recursively arranged.  A normal hierarchy is 
an order of increasing holons.  A whole is greater than the sum of its parts.  
All hierarchies are linear because stages of growth can be written down in a 
linear order.  This does not imply that they are haphazard or random.  Growth 
occurs in stages, and stages can be ranked in both a logical and a 
chronological order. 
 Within each level of growth there is a heterarchy in which all of the holons 
are equal ,and between each level of growth there is a hierarchy with some 
holons deeper or higher than others.  Higher and lower imply a vertical 
dimension of integration (depth) not found in a merely horizontal expansion 
(span). 
 For Wilber, reality as a whole is best viewed as composed of holons and 
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not things or processes.  Holons have four fundamental capacities which are 
self preservation or agency, self adaptation or communion, self transcendence 
or emergence, and self dissolution.  (Notice that this contradicts the so called 
presupposition of NLP which Dilts champions that all behavior is geared 
toward adaptation!)  Holons emerge hierarchically with each emergent holon 
transcending but including its predecessors.  It is holons and not turtles all the 
way down and also all the way up.  In any hierarchy of holons the lower sets 
the possibility of the higher and the higher sets the probabilities of the lower.  
One can determine the level of a holon in a hierarchy by a simple test - 
destroy any type of holon, and you will destroy all of the holons above it and 
none of the holons below it. 
 Wilber emphasizes that in systems theory a hierarchy is simply an order of 
events ranked according to their holistic capacity.  These natural or normal 
systemic hierarchies are to be distinguished from pathological or dominator 
hierarchies in which higher levels can over-dominate and even repress and 
alienate the lower levels.  Both of these kinds of hierarchies are distinguished 
from a values hierarchy which is a values ranking in order of importance. 
 So where does Dilts’ totem pole fit in?  By Wilber’s criteria it is not a 
natural hierarchy of holons.  In fact they are not even related as holons.  If 
they were, then the environment would be part of behaviors which would be 
part of capabilities which would be part of beliefs which would be part of 
identity which would be part of spirit.  This is clearly not the relation between 
the elements of Dilts’ totem pole.   None of the elements has a part whole 
relationship to each other except for identity which is a subset of beliefs - but 
this is in the reverse direction.   
 Also, the elements of Dilts’ totem pole do not fit Wilber’s other criteria for 
an emergent hierarchy.  In an emergent hierarchy, the lower sets the 
possibility of the higher and the higher sets the probabilities of the lower.   
Dilts says that in his logical levels ”changing something on a lower level 
could, but would not necessarily, affect the upper levels; but changing 
something in the upper levels would necessarily change things on the lower 
levels in order to support the higher level change.” 
 Also, it is possible to determine the level of a holon in a hierarchy by the 
fact that if you destroy any type of holon you will destroy all of the holons 
above it and none of the holons below it.  This would seem to hold for 
environment, but does not seem to hold for behaviors, capabilities, beliefs or 
identities. 
 Remember Dilts does not claim a parts whole relationship for his logical 
levels.  He says the relationship is one in which ”each level is more 
psychologically encompassing and impactful. ” The notion of impactful 
begins to sound like a values hierarchy.  To determine what is 
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”psychologically encompassing and impactful” we will have to look 
elsewhere.  Wilber has another map that may help us sort out Dilts’ elements. 
 
 
WILBER’S FOUR QUADRANTS 
 Wilber maps each and every holon into four quadrants based on two axes.  
One distinguishes the individual from the social aspects of each and every 
holon, and the other distinguishes the interior from the exterior aspects of 
each and every holon.  
 The upper right is the exterior form or structure of an individual holon.  
This quadrant runs from subatomic particles, through atoms, molecules, and 
cells to neural organisms to triune-brained organisms.  It is described with ”it” 
language.  With reference to human beings this is the quadrant emphasized by 
behaviorism.  It studies the surfaces and exteriors through empirical mapping.  
It is objective. 
 The upper left quadrant is the interior form of an individual holon.  It is 
described with ”I” language.  It runs from prehension, sensation and impulse 
through to emotion, image, symbol, concept and so on.  With reference to 
human beings, this quadrant contains the ”interior” individual sciences like 
psychoanalysis and phenomenology.  It is assessed by communication and 
interpretation.  It is subjective. 
 The lower right quadrant is exterior social, and runs from the big bang 
through galaxies to planets to ecosystems to societies.  This is described with 
”it” language.  With reference to humans, this quadrant runs from tribes to 
villages to nation states to global world systems.  It is empirical and 
naturalistic.  It is interobjective.  
 The lower left quadrant is interior social or culture, which for human beings 
constitutes the shared world views of various social systems.  The Graves 
value system model describes these stages.  It is described with ”we” 
language.  It is assessed through sympathetic resonance.  It is intersubjective. 
 It is important to keep these quadrants clear.  In fact, it is the confusion of 
these aspects of holons which often creates problems.  Also, many programs 
deny the existence of one or more of these quadrants and want to reduce 
everything to one or two quadrants.  For example, behaviorism tries to reduce 
the interior to the exterior.  Likewise, many sociologists try to reduce culture 
to the study of the observable behavior of social systems. 
 So where do the elements of Dilts’ totem pole fit into Wilber’s four 
quadrant model?   It is interesting that Dilts starts his exposition with the 
statements that: ”The brain, and in fact any biological or social system, is 
organized into levels.  Your brain has different levels of processing.”  Brain 
language is exterior individual.  Bateson emphasized mind which is interior 
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individual. 
 With respect to Dilts’ totem pole, different aspects of my environment can 
be viewed from all four quadrants.  My behavior is exterior individual.  My 
capabilities are also exterior individual.  My beliefs are interior individual, 
although they are shaped by the culture which is interior social.  My identity is 
also interior individual.   Dilts defines identity in one place as referring ”to a 
person’s role, mission and/or sense of self.  Roles are exterior, sense of self is 
interior individual and mission can be interior or exterior depending on which 
way the term is used. 
 So, in short, Dilts ends up mixing apples and oranges.  He has a collection 
of elements in his totem pole taken from both interior and exterior.  This can 
only lead to confusion.  Dilts, and most of NLP, seems to show a preference 
for exterior individual.  This is the behaviorist approach with the constant 
search for external indicators of internal states.  Also this approach champions 
process (it language) and constantly denigrates content (I and we language). 
 
SPIRITUAL REALITY 
 One may ask where spiritual reality is in terms of these quadrants.  It isn’t.  
It is holons and not turtles all of the way up and down.  This means that the 
world is without foundation in either wholes or parts.  As for any sort of 
”absolute reality” in the spiritual sense, it is not to be found in some totalizing 
and dominating Whole.  Absolute spiritual reality is neither whole nor part, 
neither one nor many, but pure groundless Emptiness, or radical nondual 
Spirit. 
 This is critically important, because it prevents a totalizing and dominating 
Wholeness.  As Wilber points out continually ”Wholeness” is a very 
dangerous concept, because it is always pushed to ideological ends.    When 
anyone talks about wholeness being the ultimate, then we must really be on 
guard; because they are telling us that we are merely ”parts” of their particular 
version of ”wholeness” so that we should be subservient to their vision. 
 This is why Dilts’ placing of spirituality as relating to the larger system of 
which one is a part is so disturbing.  Dilts is a Wholist and continually seeks 
to impose his ideological (Graves World Six) view on the NLP community.  
This is evident in his references to ”the” presuppositions and the epistemology 
and now the ontology of NLP as if his view of NLP should be normative for 
everyone else.  Dilts and many in NLP pay lip service to respect for different 
models of the world, but this respect seems to stop at respect for different 
models of NLP. 
 For Dilts, your God is the answer to ”who else?” and is being part of a 
larger system.  Dilts ends up here because his model lacks transcendence.  
Since Dilts erroneously accepts the NLP slogan (presupposition) that all 
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behavior is adaptive, he looks to being part of a larger system as the ultimate 
Spiritual trans-mission.  Dilts and others in NLP who hold that all behavior is 
adaptive fail to accept that some behavior is adaptive and some is 
preservative.  Still other behavior is transcendent and  other dissolutive.  
Because of his flat land ontology, Dilts looks for Spirituality in greater span 
instead of in greater depth.  As we have already indicated, Wilber views 
absolute spiritual reality as neither whole nor part, neither one nor many, but 
pure groundless Emptiness, or radical nondual Spirit.  In short, Dilts looks for 
God in ”who else?” and makes society his God.  Like Wilber, I prefer to seek 
elsewhere for my God. 
 
OTHER ASPECTS OF  DILTS MODEL OF LOGICAL LEVELS 
 So far we have been focusing on the relationship between the elements in 
Dilts’ totem pole.   Dilts does not build just one totem pole.  He builds a series 
of parallel totem poles.  Among these are the following. 
 
 Evolutionary change - Change in mission and purpose 
 Generative change - Change in motivation and permission 
 Generative change - Change in direction 
 Remedial change - Change in actions 
 Remedial change - Change in reactions 
 
 Trans-mission    Your God 
 Mission, vision    Your Soul 
 Permission and Motivation  Your heart 
 Direction     Your mind 
 Action      Your strength 
 Reaction     Boundaries and constraints 
 
 Holographic     Nervous system as a whole 
 Immune system and 
  endocrine system    Deep life-sustaining functions 
 Autonomic nervous system  Unconscious responses 
 Cortical systems    Semiconscious actions 
 Motor systems - 
  pyramidal and cerebellum  Conscious actions 
 Peripheral nervous system  Sensations and reflex reactions 
 
 Who else?   Spiritual 
 Who?    Identity   Who I am 
 Why?    Beliefs, Values  My Belief System 
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 How?    States, Strategies My Capabilities 
 What?    Specific Behaviors  What I Do 
 Where? And When?  External Context My Environment  
 
 These additional totem poles are a critical part of Dilts’ model.  They help 
to further explicate his logical levels and offer a number of parallel 
hierarchies.  Many of these seem gratuitous.  Even if we accepted Dilts’ basic 
levels it would still be arguable how to fit NLP into them.  For instance who 
says that capacities are states and strategies? 
 Some say that Dilts’ model is neurological levels, but his neurological 
model conforms to no known natural systemic hierarchical model found in 
any biological text book.  The sequences are even more disturbing in light of 
Dilts’ reference to them as progressively more ”psychologically encompassing 
and impactful.”  Many of these elements are not psychological, so they can’t 
be evaluated as to being ”psychologically encompassing.”   Also, it is difficult 
to see how to evaluate them with respect to ”impact.”  This is an area where 
there is bound to be  wide disagreement.  For example, many people see their 
mind as more impactful than their heart.  These parallel totem poles are not 
logical hierarchies in terms of either class or orders of recursion nor are they 
natural evolutionary systemic hierarchies.  What are they?  The only 
conclusion is that they are Dilts’ value system dressed up so as to give it an 
aura of objectivity and scientific rigor.  Dilts is certainly entitled to his model 
of the world.  NLP would be better off, however, if he labeled it as such, 
instead of attempting to justify it as logical levels. 
 We could go through each of these hierarchies and refute them point by 
point, but this would just be beating a dead horse.  There are several aspects of 
these totem poles, however,  that do bear some further comment. 
 
INTERROGATIVES 
 One of the most popular aspects of the totem pole model is the use of a 
series of questions.  The great British poet Rudyard Kipling who served as a 
writer and a journalist wrote a little poem in his Book of Just So Stories.  It 
goes: 

I keep six honest serving-men 
(They taught me all I know); 
Their names are What and Why and When 
And How and Where and Who. 

 These are Dilts’ six questions.  They correspond to the five primary interest 
meta programs which correspond to the types of nouns.  A noun is the name 
of a person, place, thing, activity, quality, concept or condition.  In the 
primary interest meta programs people is who?, things are what?, activity is 
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when? and how?, place is where? and information can be all of the above and 
why?. 
 Of course who and what are interrogative pronouns and where, when, how 
and why are adverbs.  Why is ambiguous and can mean either cause or 
purpose.  There are other interrogative adverbs and adverbial clauses that are 
also important.  The types of adverbs indicate manner - how?; degree, amount, 
and number - how much?; time - when?; place, direction and arrangement - 
where?; cause - why?; purpose - why?; assertion - true or false?; and 
inference or results - what follows?. 
 In the totem pole model, where? and when? correspond to the environment.  
This is a partial specification of environment.  In NLP a slogan is that ”all 
behavior is context specific.”  Note that this does not say ”environment 
specific.”  Context includes a critical further question which is under what 
circumstances?.  In other words, what is going on in the environment at that 
time and place.  What are the constraints that are already in place.  Also, note 
that where and when are exterior in Wilber’s Four Quadrant Model. 
 Specific behaviors for Dilts answer what?  They are also exterior. 
Capabilities answer how?  How is interior individual.  Notice that the adverb 
how? corresponds to manner.  Capabilities don’t tell manner.  Instead, they 
reveal potential.  Dilts says that ”capabilities include strategies and states and 
maps.”  Strategies and maps, of course, are internal process and states are 
internal states. It is confusing to lump them together.  Strategies are usually 
associated in NLP with how to do something.  States are not usually 
associated with how to do something.  People may ask how are you? 
requesting information as to what state you are in at the time.  There is danger 
of confusion here which always occurs when internal states and internal 
process are conflated together.  Also, what are maps doing here?  Maps are 
beliefs! 
 This confusion of internal state and internal process is even more evident in 
why? which for Dilts corresponds to my belief system.  Under ”my belief 
system,” Dilts includes beliefs and values or criteria.  This is typical of Dilts’  
reductionistic program or either reducing or subordinating internal states to 
internal process.  As we have already mentioned, why? is ambiguous and can 
mean either cause (internal process) or purpose (internal state). Cause calls for 
an explanation and purpose calls for a justification.  One reduces to a chain of 
beliefs and the other reduces to the satisfaction of a value.  In either case, why 
is interior individual. 
 ”Who I am” for Dilts corresponds to identity and answers who?  But of 
course, identity doesn’t answer who?.  Identity answers who am I?  Who? is 
usually a request for who did it or who is involved.  This is the most 
gratuitous of Dilts’ associations.  Who is exterior.  Who am I is interior 
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individual. 
 Dilts and most people in NLP run into problems because of the way that 
they use nominalizations like behaviors, capabilities, beliefs, values and 
identity.  Clarity comes from denominalising these terms and talking about 
behaving, believing, valuing and identifying.  NLP would gain far more from 
studying these processes than it will from building totem poles to place them 
in some hierarchical order.  All are critical aspects of being human.  To place 
them in a hierarchical order  in the name of some reductionist program is to 
demean them and human life as well. 
 
CAPABILITIES 
 The middle rung of Dilts’ totem pole is ”capabilities.”  What exactly are 
”capabilities”?  They are an effort to explain whether a person either has or 
doesn’t have an ability by pushing the explanation back to a further level.  If 
the person has the ability to do something, then he must be capable of doing it.  
If he doesn’t have the ability, then he must be incapable of doing it.  In 
cybernetics the word capability  is what Bateson called a dormitive principle.  
A ”dormitive principle” is a more abstract repackaging of a description of the 
item you claim to be explaining.  It doesn’t really explain anything.  It is a 
pseudo-explanation and not a real explanation.  In short, there are no such 
thing as capabilities.  There are only abilities.  You either have the ability or 
you don’t.  If you are going to use the totem pole then replace ”capabilities” 
by ”abilities.” And, better yet, remove capabilities from your vocabulary 
entirely. 
 
IDENTITY 
 Who am I?  This is a question that has perplexed man since he first began 
to reflect.  Man is capable of reflexive consciousness so he can ask ”who am 
I?”   I is a dangerous word.  Along with is, it is probably the most dangerous 
word in any language.  According to an NLP teaching story, Gregory Bateson 
once asked John Grinder whether ”I” was a nominalisation.  Grinder’s 
response, which was grammatically correct but missed the point, was that ”I” 
was not a nominalisation but a pronoun.  Bateson’s response was ”Too bad!”  
Bateson’s point is that ”I” is the ultimate nominalisation. ” I-ing” is a process 
that we have reduced to a pronoun.  
 Korzybski was also very much concerned with the process of ”I-ing”.  He 
called this process identification.  Assagioli said ”we are controlled by that 
with which we identify, and we can control that with which we dis-identify.”  
Whenever we use the word I we are defining ourselves.  Eastern spirituality 
has long been aware of this problem.  One spiritual exercise in Eastern 
thought is what is called neti, neti which means not I, not I. 



 
27

 So identification is the process through which we define and, therefore, 
limit ourselves.  Dilts says that identity has to do with your Soul.  This is 
misleading at best.  The Western Magical and Mystical tradition, which 
underlies esoteric Christianity and esoteric Judaism, says that you have to 
build a soul and that very few people identify with their soul.  Most people 
identify with (i.e., view I as) their body, their emotions or their thoughts 
(usually their internal dialogue).  
 The whole point of spirituality is that this is not your real” or true I.  To 
find your real or true I, it is necessary to break your identification with your 
body, your emotions and your mind and to seek ”that which does not change.”  
This seeking is the essence of spirituality.  If you identify (which most people 
do) with your body, your emotions, or your mind; then when they change, you 
change and when they die, you die.  The goal of spirituality is to shift the 
identification first to your real or true I or Soul and then to your Spirit (left out 
entirely by Dilts) while you are still alive.  Part of Dilts’ problem is that he 
operates out of a shallow new age popular spirituality which is not enriched 
by connection with any of the worlds great spiritual traditions. 
 So where are we left?  Dilts places identity at the top of his totem pole.  
Identity is critical, but not for the reasons that Dilts gives.  Also, however 
important that it is, it is only a subset of beliefs and should take its rightful 
place as part of internal process.  It should not be lorded over everything else. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 We could go on, but we have labored the point enough for now.  It would 
be easy to write a whole book on the issues raised here.  So then, in a nutshell, 
what is wrong with Dilts’ logical levels?  In short, they are neither logical nor 
are they natural hierarchical levels.   The model attempts to make a heterarchy 
into a hierarchy, and is, thus, reductionistic.  It confuses many things that 
should be separated, it makes category mistakes, it uses dormitive principles, 
it confuses content, context, and process, and it offers a theological bias 
toward a certain model of God.  Further, to call this systemic is misleading.  
The words systems and systemic have very definite meanings in cybernetics 
and in the science of complexity which differ from how they are used by 
Dilts.  This is a marketing move to try to connect to a larger domain, but it is 
bogus and can only help to further tarnish NLP’s already spotty reputation in 
the real world. 
 In asking people about the model, I find that many people say that they find 
it a useful organizing principle even though they do not accept the claims that 
it makes.  It is a useful laundry list of factors to consider in a change context.  
I agree fully. 
 There is no question that it is a marketing success.  It gives people a nice 
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diagram and a set of alternatives for intervention.  It is simple and seemingly 
straight forward.  It is associated with a set of questions that makes it easy to 
recognize.  It invokes Bateson and gives a pseudo aura of being both scientific 
and cybernetic.  Further, Dilts is careful to do an installation in which he 
anchors the levels to the chakras.  This leads to fanatic devotion on the part of 
his disciples and further confuses the picture. 
 It must be remembered that NLP is largely an uncritical community with 
tolerance for all beliefs.  It is also a community lacking in intellectual rigor 
that emphasizes utility and a positive K above all else.  Many people find the 
concept of logical levels useful.  Few go on to challenge its assumptions and 
to explore its implications as we have done here. 
 In this article we have been rather hard on Dilts’ model of logical levels.  It 
seems only fair to say in closing that in NLP we make a distinction between a 
person and their ideas.  Robert Dilts is a really wonderful person who has 
spent his life extending and expanding the NLP map.  Although it is not 
always possible to agree with his maps, it is impossible to deny his 
contribution to NLP.  He is perhaps more responsible than anyone for picking 
up the intellectual fragments left by Grinder and Bandler and patching them 
together into an intellectual system.  Much of what we view as NLP today is a 
result of his efforts.  For this we should all be grateful to him. 
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