Communication Studies

Half term 2 Lesson 1
Communication & Power

This unit looks at:

· How we categorise the world to help interpret and communicate

· How categorisation isn’t as straightforward as we might expect

· How categorising people can prove problematic – eg stereotyping

We distinguish between different perceptions using categorisation – sorting objects into a series of classes or groups. Children’s books, for example, help children to recognise shapes. It was traditionally assumed that we categorise by similarity – eg pine and oak trees may have different shaped leaves but both have core features of a tree. 

Wittgenstein challenged this. He took the example of games (Olympic games, card games, ball games, etc). He says there are similarities but nothing that is common to all. So instead of trying to find clear-cut boundaries between what is a game and what is not, we should recognise that they may share ‘family resemblances’. 

Another famous example is William Labov’s study of cups. People categories cups as having handles .. until you ask them to imagine mashed potato inside, or placed on a shelf holding flowers … when people categories some as bowl or vase.

· LOOK AT MR B’S CUPS, DOGS & OTHER OBJECTS. What similarities allow us to categorise them?

We talk of superordinate categories – the general class of something (eg fruit) and the basic categories (eg apple, peach, mango). 

Many objects are recognised on more than 2 levels. Eg chair can belong to: chair, furniture, artefact, entity. Each is more inclusive than the other (ie allows more to be included). 

This becomes interesting when words are used in different categories – eg white used to describe people rather than objects. This has led to the political correctness movement. 

As children learn to categorise, so they also learn social values and the link between language and power. This is part of the socialisation purpose of communication. John R Taylor argues that the way we categorise objects is not just down to the object’s attributes but also “the role of the object within a particular culture” (eg women).

Humans categorise so that we don’t need always to construct an infinite number of unique things. Some people say our ability to categorise an object is based on a prototype which holds the conceptual core of an object

· Think about the ways we label different groups in our society…
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