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In the rest of the chapter I'll outline the seven traditions that Craig de-

scribes. Taken together, they provide a helpful survey of the field of communi-

cation theory. The classification will also help you understand why some theo-

. ries share common ground, while others are cffectively fenced off from each

* other by conflicting goals and assumptions. As I introduce each tradition, I'll
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Who—source of the message (expertise, trustworthiness)
Wiat—content of the message (fear appeals, order of arguments)
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The main effect they measured was opinion change as revealed by attitude
scales given before and after the message. Although the Yale researchers

plowed new ground in many areas, their work on source credibility attracted
the most interest.
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Hovland and his colleagues discovered that a message from a high-
credibility source produced large shifts of opinion compared to the same mes-
sage coming from a low-credibility source. For example, an article on cures for
the common cold carried more weight when it was attributed to a doctor writ-
ing in The New England Journal of Medicine than to a staff reporter from Life mag-
azine. Once this overall effect was firmly established, they began to test specific
variables one by one.

The Yale researchers found two types of credibility—expertness and charac-

ter. Experts were those who seemed to know what they were talking about; au-
diences judged character on the basis of perceived sincerity. Expertness turned
out to be more important than character in boosting opinion change, but the
persuasive effects didn’t last. Within a few weeks the difference between high
and low credible sources disappeared. Hovland and his colleagues called this
the “sleeper effect” and ran further experiments to figure out why it happened
and ways to overcome it. They discovered that, over time, people forget where
they heard or read about an idea, and that by reestablishing a link between the
source and the message, credibility would still make a significant difference.
Beyond the specific findings, the Yale Attitude Studies are significant to the
socio-psychological tradition of communication theory because the researchers
didn’t accept any claim on faith. They systematically checked it out.

THE CYBERNETIC TRADITION
Communication as Information Processing

MIT scientist Norbert Wiener coined the word cybernetics to describe the field
f the Greek word for

of artificial intelligenced The term is a transliteration o
ugteersman’ or “governor,” and pictures the way feedback makes information
processing possible in our heads and on our laptop computers. During World
War 11, Wiener developed an antiaircraft firing system that adjusted future tra-
jectory by taking into account the results of past performance. His concept of
feedback anchored the cybernetic tradition that regards communication as the
link connecting the separate parts of any system, such as a computer system, a
family system, an organizational system, or a media system.

The idea of communication as information processing was firmly estab-
lished by Claude Shannon, a Bell Telephone Company research scientist
who developed a mathematical theory of signal transmission. His goal was to
get maximum line capacity with minimum distortion. Shannon showed little

interest in the meaning of a message or its effect on the listener. His theory

merely aimed at solving the technical problems of high-fidelity transfer of

sound.

Since Bell Laboratories paid the bill for Shannon's research, it seems only
fair to use a telephone call you might make to explain his model shown in Fig-
ure 3.1, Shannon would see you as the information source. You speak your mes-
the telephone mouthpiece, which transmits a signal through the

sage 'into
telephone-wire channel. The received signal picks up static noise along the way,

and this altered signal is reconverted to sound by the receiver in the earpiece
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cient city-states of the Mediterranean, and still continues today. Whether talk-
ing to a crowd, a legislative assembly, a jury, or a single judge, orators seek
practical advice on how to best present their case.

There are a half-dozen features that characterize this influential tradition of
rhetorical communication:

e A conviction that speech distinguishes humans from other animals. Of
oral communication, Cicero asks: “What other power could have been
strong enough either to gather scattered humanity into one place, or to
lead it out of its brutish existence in the wilderness up to our present con-
dition of citizens, or, after the establishment of social communities, to
give shape to laws, tribunals, and civic rights?”1

o A confidence that public address delivered in a democratic forum is a
more effective way to solve political problems than rule by decree or re-
sorting to force. Within this tradition, the phrase “mere rhetoric” is a con-
tradiction of terms.

o A setting where a single speaker attempts to influence an audience of
many listeners through explicitly persuasive discourse. Public speaking
is essentially one-way communication.

o Oratorical training as the cornerstone of a leader’s education. Speakers
learn to develop strong arguments and powerful voices that carry to the
edge of a crowd without electronic amplification.

e Anemphasis on the power and beauty of language to move people emo-
tionally and stir them to action. Rhetoric is more art than science.

Oral public persuasion as the province of males. JJntil the 1800s, women
had virtually no opportunity to have their voices heard. So a key feature
of the women’s movement in America has been the struggle for the right
to speak in public.

Within the rhetorical tradition, there has been an ongoing tension between
the relative value of study and practice in the development of effective public
speakers. Some speech coaches believe there is no substitute for honing skills
before an audience. “Practice makes perfect,” they say. Other teachers insist
that practice merely makes permanent. If speakers don’t learn from the sys-
tematic advice of Aristotle (see Chapter 20) and others in the Greco-Roman tra-
dition, they are doomed to repeat the same mistakes whenever they speak. The
fact that this debate continues suggests that both factors play an important role
in artful public address.

THE SEMIOTIC TRADITION
Communication as the Process of Sharing Meaning Through Signs

Semiotics is the study of signs. A sign is anything that can stand for something’
else. High body temperature is a sign of infection. Birds flying south signal the
coming of winter. An expensive car signifies wealth. An arrow designates
which direction to go.
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The top of the triangle shows some thoughts that you might have when ob-
serving the Hush Puppy pictured at the lower right. Once you perceive the ac-
tual animal, thoughts of warmth and faithful friendship fill your mind. Since
there is a direct or causal relationship between the referent and the reference,
Richards connected the two with a solid line.

Your thoughts are also directly linked with the dog symbol at the lower left
of the triangle. Based on childhood language learning, using the word dog to
symbolize your thoughts is quite natural. Richards diagrammed this causal re-
lationship with a solid line as well.

But the connection between the word dog and the actual animal is tenuous
at best. Richards represented it with a dotted line. Two people could use that
identical word to stand for completely different beasts. When you say dog, you
might mean a slow-moving, gentle pet who is very fond of children. When I use
the word I might mean a carnivorous canine who bites anyone—and is very
fond of children. (Note the slippery use of the term fond in this example.) Un-
less we both understand that ambiguity is an inevitable condition of language,
you and I are liable to carry on a conversation about dogs without ever realiz-
ing we're talking about two very different breeds.

Although Richards and Ferdinand de Saussure (the man who coined the
term semiology) were fascinated with language, many researchers in the semi-
otic tradition focus on nonverbal emblems and pictorial images. For example,
the French semiologist Roland Barthes analyzed the emotional and ideological
meanings created by print and broadcast media (see Chapter 24). But whether
the signs are a few pictures or thousands of words, scholars in this tradition are
concerned with the way signs mediate meaning, and how they might be used
to avoid misunderstanding rather than create it.

THE SOCIO-CULTURAL TRADITION
Communication as the Creation and Enactment of Social Reality

The socio-cultural tradition is based on the premise that, as people talk, they
produce and reproduce culture. Most of us assume that words reflect what ac-
tually exists. However, theorists in this tradition suggest that the process often
works the other way around. Our view of reality is strongly shaped by the lan-
guage we've used since we were infants.

We've already seen that the semiotic tradition holds that most words have
no necessary or logical connection with the ideas they represent. For example,
the link between black marks on a page that spell g-r-e-e-n and the color of the
lawn in front of the library is merely a convention among English-speaking
people. Although socio-cultural theorists agree that the term green is arbitrary,
they also claim that the ability to see green as a distinct color depends on hav-
ing a specific word to label the 510-560 nanometer band of the electromagnetic
wave spectrum.i2 English offers such a word, but many Native American lan-
guages don’t. Within these cultures, yellow is described as merging directly
into blue. We might be tempted to label these speakers “color blind,” yet they

—-h
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OVERVIEW ) really aren’t. Linguists in the socio-cultural tradition would say that these lan-
guage users inhabit a different world.

University of Chicago linguist Edward Sapir and his student Benjamin Lee
Whorf were pioneers in the socio-cultural tradition. The Sapir-Whorf hypoth-
esis of 1ingﬁl:i)stic relativity states that the structure of a culture’s language
shapes what people think and do.1? “The ‘real world’ is to a large extent un-

pomes  "Oh,whil xind of pet?” consciously built upon the Janguage habits of the group.” 1 Their theory of lin-
"I have 3 pet 2L TOTE ' guistic relativity counters the assumptions that all-languages are similar and

that words merely act as neutral vehicles to carry meaning.
g P Consider the second-person singular pronoun that English speakers use to
@ address another person. No matter what the relationship, Americans use the
word you. German speakers are forced to label the relationship as either formal
(Sie) or familiar (du). They even have a ceremony (Bruderschaft) to celebrate a

shift in relationship from Sie to du. Japanese vocabulary compels a speaker to
recognize many more relational distinctions. That language offers ten alterna-
tives—all translated “you” in English—yet only one term is proper inany given
relationship, depending on the gender, age, and status of the speaker.

While most observers assume that English, German, and Japanese vocabu-
laries reflect cultural differences in relationship patterns, the Sapir-Whorf hy-
pothesis suggests that it works the other way around as well. Language actu-
wGrown up or 3 pupPy”" ally structures our perception of reality. As children learn to talk, they also learn

what to look for. Most of the world goes unnoticed because it is literally unre-
d because 18 T ——

markable. '

Contemporary socio-cultural theorists claim that it is through the process

of communication that “reality is_ produced, maintained, repaired, and trans-
@Hé’cf’m Or stated in the active voice, persons-in-cbnvez&ﬂtion co-construct their

o is 17" own social worlds.d When these perceptual worlds collide, the socio-cultural tra-
" L3 4 g - . . . : 7wl

»ft is full grown- What color Jition offers help in bridging the culture gap that exists between “us and
“them.”

»What kind of dog?"

Jtis a dog.”

“Jisa St Bernard.”

THE CRITICAL TRADITION
Communication as a Reflective Challenge of Unjust Discourse

wWhy didn't you saY you The term critical theory comes from the work of a group of German scholars

iis brown and RIS i3 ui-grown, brown and known as the “Frankfurt School” because they were part of the independent In-
white 5“‘- ‘?_‘r‘s‘:““i::,:. pet i stitute for Social Research at Frankfurt University. Originally set up to test the
the first P ideas of Karl Marx, the Frankfurt School rejected the economic determinism of
orthodox Marxism, yet carried on the Marxist tradition of critiquing society.
e} The leading figures of the Frankfurt School—Max Horkheimer, Theodor
3 Adorno, and Herbert Marcuse—were convinced that “all previous history has

) . o Kaiser Aluminum & been characterized by an unjust distribution of suffering.”1” They spotted this
Reprinted with pe".mss;on OC(;:AMUNICA“ON'- i same pattern of inequality in modern western democracies where the “haves”
Chemical Corporatior 100 continued to exploit the “have nots.” Frankfurt School researchers offered

thoughtful analyses of discrepancies between the liberal values of freedom and

THE TRANSFER OF MEANING by Don Fabun..
Copyright © 1968, Kaiser Aluminum & Chemical
equality that leaders proclaimed, and the unjust concentrations and abuses of

Corporation.
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power that made these values a myth. These critiques offered no apology for
their negative tone or pessimistic conclusions. As Marcuse noted, “Critical the-
ory preserves obstinacy as a genuine quality of philosophical thought.”1#When
Hitler came to power in Germany, that obstinacy forced the Frankfurt School
into exile—first to Switzerland, then to the United States.

What types of communication research and practice are critical theorists
against? Although there is no single set of abuses that all denounce, critical the-
orists consistently challenge three features of contemporary society:

1. The control of language to perpetuate potwer imbalances. Critical theorists con-
demn any use of words that inhibits emancipation. For example, feminist
scholars point out that women tend to be a muted group because men are the
gatekeepers of language- The resultant public discourse is shot through with
metaphors drawn from war and sports—masculine arenas with their own in-
group lingo. This concept of muted groups is not new. Marcuse claimed that
“the avenues of entrance are closed to the meaning of words and ideas other
than the established one—established by the publicity of the powers that be,
and verified in their practices.”"
9. The role of mass media in dulling sensitivity to repression. Marx claimed that re-
ligion was the opiate of the masses, distracting working-class audiences from
their “real” interests. Critical theorists see the “culture industries” of television,
film, CDs, and printamedia as taking over that role. Adorno was hopeful that
people might rise in protest once they realized their unjust repression. Yet he
noted that “with populations becoming increasingly subject to the power of
mass communications, the pre-formation of people’s minds has increased to a
degree that scarcely allows room for an awareness of it on the part of the peo-
ple themselves.”? Marcuse was even more pessimistic about social change
coming from the average citizen who is numbed by the mass media. He
claimed that hope for change in society comes from “the outcasts and outsiders,
the exploited and persecuted of other races and other colors, the unemployed
and the unemployable.”? ~
3. Blind reliance on the scientific method and uncritical acceptance of empirical find-
ings. Horkheimer claimed that “it is naive and bigoted to think and speak only
in the language of science.”? Naive because science is not the value-free pur-
suit of knowledge that it claims to be. Bigoted because survey researchers as-
sume that a sample of public opinion is a true slice of reality. Adorno contends
that “the cross-section of attitudes represents, not an approximation to the
truth, but a cross-section of social illusion.”?3 These theorists are particularly
critical of leaders in government, business, and education who use the empiri-
cal trappings of social science to validate an unjust status quo—to “bless the

mess” which obviously favors them.
Critical theorists are less specific about what they are for. Their essays are

filled with calls for liberation, emancipation, transformation, and consciousness
raising, but they are often vague on how to achieve these worthy goals. They

MAPPING THE TERRITORY 45

do, how .
ferixlllg‘lz 32311532? a common e.t}.ucal agenda that considers solidarity with suf-
deciared. “To writrelegs as our minimal m(?ral responsibility. That’s why Adorno
hope to Ilnove i, o}]::(c;eftryrafter Auschwitz is barbaric.”24 Most critical theorists
ethical conduct vglh' 1 (? elings of sympathy and stimulate a more demanding
reflective social actilgx:,"Zgzzﬁdcﬂasnprﬁ?sti Heh('j(Eﬁnes the word as “theoretically
tions” throughout the book are ene};gizec]iel:y l:;\iir:aﬁztggﬁ n “Bthical Reflec-

ZHE PHFN(_)MENOLOGICAL TRADITION
ommunication as the Experience of Self and Others Through Dialogue

Aldt o . .
-~ ;glgnl:i;élll‘ear;o;ner;olo'gy 1fs an imposing philosophical term, it basically refers to
nalysis of everyday life from the in
A . standpoint of the pers
1el"5”?,ﬁ it. Thus-the phenqmenologxcal tradition places great emphgsirs 22 “;110
};ecomeserpreta‘tlon of their own subjective experience. An individual’s sI:ox(')
becomes rx:;)]rs 1§nptc‘>rtant~and more authoritative—than any research hypothy
nication axiom. As psychologist Carl R .
Bible nor the prophets—nei B ot caithor the revelntinns o
—neither Freud nor re h i
Cioje mor the prophets search—neither the revelations of
e precedence over my own di i
o ' y irect experience.”26
e Canng:c;l;l;r;,i :,f cc::rset,lls that no two people have the same life story. Since
nother person’s experience t .
other and then lament, “Nob: etk o e e e e
, ody understands what it’s like to b o
people get beyond surface impression doeper Tovel? Basnd oo
s and connect at a deeper level?
years of nondirective counselin i es contidentithat
. t g experience, Carl Roge i
pelslgnal and rfelatlonal growth is indeed possible. ers was confident that
Createcc)igaer:alf):lxevgd that hisfclients’ health improved when his communication
environment for them to talk. He describ
oy e SovirOS : . escribed three necessary and
: personality and relationship ch i
sulfil ; p change. If clients per-
ot atha. cougselor s (.1) congruence, (2) unconditional positive regard ancf '(3;')
pC ic un er§tand111g, they could and would get better.2? I
Omerogigs;lle:;:e ]1; ;h: match or fit between an individual’s inner feelings and
. ongruent counselor is genui i
ou is genuine, real, integrated, wi
fmﬁ:pl?irsnt.bTTe'z noncongruent person tries to impress, plzliys a %ole puts ;Oleal
"vaelfou :csl t sa\tlr.ltdda facadeil”in my relationship with persons,” Roéers wrfte
' it does not help, in ; i
g Lo o p. in the long run, to act as though I was some-
o li;zfc(:mdmonal positive regard is an attitude of acceptance that isn’t contingent
tow}; ! t;ril;a;;e. 'Rog.ers askec'l, “Can I let myself experience positive attitEdes
o Whenetxh geal l.:on—atntudss of warmth, caring, liking, interest, and re
22 swer was “Yes,” both he and his cli y -
man bemgs: They also liked each other. SR
vie WESn;pn(f‘lhzc lunderstglnding is the caring skill of temporarily laying aside our
nd values and of entering into another’ i
. s world without prejudi i
u ¢ rejudice. It
me:}c]:i:/espro'(;esis of seeking to hear the other’s thoughts, feelin};s,Jtones anl«;
gs as if they were our own. Rogers thought it was a waste of time Ito be




OVERVIEW

7" He believed that we

ici . she really mean
suspicious or to wonder, “What does y o e ot 85

t what they say at face va
elp people most when we accep :
}slunr\)epthapt) they describe their worlddas 1tff1:ef\ll); app\)gz;tr; :\c; t:\;::g i o thera-
! nt cor

lthough Rogers’ necessary and suthcie ; : ] -

peué\c settiig, hegwas certain that they were equla11¥ 1mh§or:f\‘:\]t3i:L :ilrler;tggd .
i i ish philosopher and theologian Marti eachec

B et He he d%ut theI:;Jossibility of authentic human relationships

imilar conclusion. He hel i : ps
fll::\c;u h dialogue—an intentional process in which the onl'y agendez:c;tl\s pBu—
ties hgve is to understand what it's like to be the other. The ideas of Rogers,

. s -
ber, and others in the phenomenological tradition have permeated the tex
S . . .
books and teaching of interpersonal communication.

ENCING THE FIELD OF COMMUNICATION THEORY
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FIGURE 3.3 A Survey Map of Traditions in the Field of Communication Theory
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decides that these approathes can best be located among the seven traditions
already named, but his openness to new candidates suggests that the map of
the field may need to expand.

Second, hybrids are possible across traditions. You've seen throughout the
chapter that each tradition has its own way of defining communication and its
own distinct vocabulary. So it’s fair to think of the lines on the map that divide
the individual parcels as fences built to keep out strange ideas. Scholars are an
independent bunch, however. They climb fences, read journals, and fly to far-
away conferences. This cross-pollination sometimes results in theory grounded
in two or three traditions. I make an effort in Appendix C to assign each theory
to a single tradition, but a third of them straddle a fence.

Finally, it's important to realize that the location of each tradition on the
map is far from random. My rationale for placing them where they are is the
distinction between objective and interpretive theories outlined in the previous
chapters. Using criteria presented in Chapters 1 and 2, the socio-psychological
tradition is most objective, so it occupies the far left position on the map. Mov-
ing from left to right, the traditions become more interpretive and less objec-
tive. The phenomenological tradition seems the most interpretive, so it occu-
pies the position farthest to the right. The order of presentation in this chapter
followed the same progression—a gradual shift from objective to interpretive
concerns. Scholars working in adjacent traditions usually have an easier time
appreciating each other’s work. On the map they share a common border; pro-
fessionally they are closer together in their basic assumptions.

This framework of seven traditions can help make sense out of the great di-
versity in the field of communication theory. As you read about a theory in the
media effects section, remember that it may have the same ancestry as a theory
you studied earlier in the relationship development section. I'll draw connec-
tions along the way and systematically sort the theories by tradition after
you've had a chance to understand them. Hopefully by then you'll want to take
issue with the 10cc lyric, “Communication is the problem to the answer.” In
their own way, each of these seven different traditions of communication the-
ory tells us how communication can be the answer to the problem.

QUESTIONS TO SHARPEN YOUR FOCUS

1. Considering the difference between objective and interpretive theory, can you
make a case that the rhetorical tradition is less objective than the semiotic one, or
the socio-cultural tradition more interpretive than the critical one?

2. The lyrics of “The Things We Do For Love” describe romance as an emo-
tional roller-coaster. If true, which of the seven highlighted definitions of com-
nmunication offer the most promise of helping you achieve a stable relationship?

3. Craig characterizes communication as a practical discipline. What kind of
communication problems would the socio-psychological tradition help resolve?
The cybernetic tradition? The plienomenological tradition?
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4. The map in Figure 3.3 represents seven traditions in the field of communi-
cation theory. In which region do you feel most at home? What other areas
would you like to explore? Where would you be uncomfortable? Why?
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