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Sometimes called the Freud of sociology, Georg Simmel explored many of the intricate
details of everyday life with a keen perceptiveness. In this selection, Simmel describes
the distinctive qualities of human relationships with two members (the dyad) and three
members (the triad).

THE DYAD

Everyday experiences show the specific charac-
ter that a relationship attains by the fact that only
two elements participate in it. A common fate or
enterprise, an agreement or secret between two
persons, ties each of them in a very different
manner than if even only three have a part in it.
This is perhaps most characteristic of the secret.
General experience seems to indicate that this
minimum of two, with which the secret ceases to
be the property of the one individual, is at the
same time the maximum at which its preservation
is relatively secure. . . .

The social structure here
rests immediately on the
one and on the other of the

SOCIAL INTERACTION IN EVERYDAY LIFE

two, and the secession of either would destroy
the whole. The dyad, therefore, does not attain
that super-personal life which the individual
feels to be independent of himself. As soon,
however, as there is a sociation of three, a group
continues to exist even in case one of the mem-
bers drops out.

. . . Neither of the two members can hide what
he has done behind the group, nor hold the
group responsible for what he has failed to do.
Here the forces with which the group surpasses
the individual—indefinitely and partially, to be
sure, but yet quite perceptibly—cannot compen-

sate for individual inade-
quacies, as they can in
larger groups. There are
many respects in which two
united individuals accom-
plish more than two isolated
individuals. Nevertheless,
the decisive characteristic of
the dyad is that each of the
two must actually accom-
plish something, and that in
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by the spectator. It may also be noted how extraor-
dinarily difficult and rare it is for three people to
attain a really uniform mood—when visiting a mu-
seum, for instance, or looking at a landscape—and
how much more easily such a mood emerges be-
tween two. . . .

The sociological structure of the dyad is
characterized by two phenomena that are absent
from it. One is the intensification of relation by
a third element, or by a social framework that
transcends both members of the dyad. The
other is any disturbance and distraction of pure
and immediate reciprocity. In some cases it is
precisely this absence which makes the dyadic
relationship more intensive and strong. For,
many otherwise undeveloped, unifying forces
that derive from more remote psychical reser-
voirs come to life in the feeling of exclusive
dependence upon one another and of hopeless-
ness that cohesion might come from anywhere
but immediate interaction. Likewise, they care-
fully avoid many disturbances and dangers into
which confidence in a third party and in the
triad itself might lead the two. This intimacy,
which is the tendency of relations between two
persons, is the reason why the dyad constitutes
the chief seat of jealousy.

CRITICAL-THINKING QUESTIONS

1. Why do most people find their greatest expe-
rience of intimacy in a dyad?
2. What features of the dyad make this form of
interaction unstable?
3. What are the characteristic strengths of the
triad? What about weaknesses?
4. How might Simmel explain the common ob-
servation that “two’s company; three’s a crowd”?

case of failure only the other remains—not a
super-individual force, as prevails in a group
even of three.

. . . Precisely the fact that each of the two knows
that he can depend only upon the other and on no-
body else, gives the dyad a special consecration—
as is seen in marriage and friendship, but also in
more external associations, including political
ones, that consist of two groups. In respect to its
sociological destiny and in regard to any other des-
tiny that depends on it, the dyadic element is much
more frequently confronted with All or Nothing
than is the member of the larger group.

THE TRIAD VERSUS THE DYAD

This peculiar closeness between two is most
clearly revealed if the dyad is contrasted with the
triad. For among three elements, each one oper-
ates as an intermediary between the other two,
exhibiting the twofold function of such an organ,
which is to unite and to separate. Where three
elements, A, B, C, constitute a group, there is, in
addition to the direct relationship between A
and B, for instance, their indirect one, which is
derived from their common relation to C. . . .
Discords between two parties which they them-
selves cannot remedy are accommodated by the
third or by absorption in a comprehensive whole.

Yet the indirect relation does not only
strengthen the direct one. It may also disturb it. No
matter how close a triad may be, there is always
the occasion on which two of the three members
regard the third as an intruder. The reason may be
the mere fact that he shares in certain moods
which can unfold in all their intensity and ten-
derness only when two can meet without distrac-
tion: The sensitive union of two is always irritated
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