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In Seligman and Maier’s experiment, two groups of dogs were placed in harnesses. Each
dog in Group 1 was intentionally subjected to pain by being given electric shocks, which the
dog could end by pressing a lever. Each dog in Group 2 received electric shocks of identical
intensity and duration, but pressing a lever did not stop the shocks. For the dogs in Group 2,
the shock was apparently inescapable. While the dogs in Group 1 quickly recovered from the
experience, the dogs in Group 2 learned to be helpless and exhibited symptoms similar to
chronic clinical depression.

The cause of learned helplessness’, according to Seligman, is the repeated exposure to an
uncontrollable event. After many repeated and failed attempts to accomplish something while
being in an uncontrollable event, your brain learns that success is beyond your control and
that you cannot affect the outcome. Once conditioned to this belief, you give up hope and
effort, even when later exposed to a similar event where control is possible. In effect, you’ve

learned to become helpless.

* learned helplessness: 58 719
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Lois Tyson, Critical Theory Today
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George Lakoff, Thinking Points;
B. Heine & H. Narrog (eds.), The Oxford Hanabook of Linguistic Analysis
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W. Chase & H. Simon, “Perception in Chess”;
B. Baars & N. Gage, Cognition, Brain and Consciousness
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