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 O n this page, I'll be giving an overview of what I take cultural studies and communication studies to be about. It will be based on my own experience of cultural studies. I'll also be considering where I think cultural studies is now (though that's something I'm less sure about). Judging by the number of hits generated by any search on 'cultural studies', there's masses of you out there who share my fascination and maybe also my bewildwerment about the current state and future direction of cultural studies. 


the supremacy of a social group manifests itself in two ways, as 'domination' and as 'intellectual and moral leadership'

Antonio Gramsci 

 W hat I'd like to do in this space is

*
explain why I'm both interested and puzzled 

*
ask a few questions about cultural studies 

*
stimulate (I hope) a few people to e-mail me about some of the questions 

It's not supposed to be some show of intellectual pyrotechnics, partly because I couldn't manage that even if I tried, but also because I'd like it to be accessible to antyone with a passing interest. I really would be interested to learn of other people's attitudes to Cultural Studies - if you'd like to jump straight to the feedback form and let me have some of your thoughts, go ahead: 

So here goes.... 
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Introduction

 T oo many years ago when I was at university, as a student of French literature I was quite familiar with the works of Barthes and vaguely acquainted with Bataille, Althusser, Derrida and others who have entered the Cultural Studies canon. I was also, in the dilettante-ish manner which characterized my university education, quite intrigued by linguistics, which had a high profile mainly through the works of Chomsky at the time, though also through Wittgenstein, Austin and the general 'linguistic turn' of twentieth century philosophy. Through this I got to know Saussure. However, it wasn't until long after leaving university that I began to study the whole complex area of communication at all seriously. 

Transmission models

 W hen I first began to study the subject, I came to it through some of the earlier American models such as the Shannon-Weaver model or the Lasswell Formula. They seemed pretty straightforward, so straightforward in fact that I sometimes wondered whether it was worth the trouble of making their categories explicit in a model. But I must say that, although they didn't seem to add much to, say, Aristotle's Rhetoric, it did seem to me that the elements they defined in the communication process were convenient, providing both a terminology and a set of discrete areas to investigate in the communication process. 

A very large

proportion of

international

communication

research is still

informed, explicitly

or implicitly, by

Lasswell's formulation ...,

in which the

"what" of

communication is

conceived of as

some message

entity that

maintains a simple

presence in the

world, linking two

minds with

reference to an

already shared

reality.

Jensen (1995) 
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Berlo

 A fter that, I came across a number of other theorists in the same vein. At the back of my mind somewhere was a nagging uncertainty about what they seemed to be saying with such certainty and clarity. One of the most interesting of the American theorists I came across was David Berlo, whose SMCR model introduced a variety of factors at Communicator and Receiver 'ends' of the process. Berlo, writing in the 1960s, goes a long way towards addressing thedeficiency of much communication research still in the 1990s. 

Jensen's criticism (left) points up the essential difference, I think, between the 'American' tradition of communication science and the 'European' tradition of semiotic enquiry:

communication theorists generally focus more on the study of message-making as a process, whereas semioticians center their attention more on what a message means and on how it creates meaning

Danesi (1994) in Colon (1995)

I'm not entirely sure that I accept Danesi's distinction, but it was certainly this central question of how a message creates meaning, and how we determine what is a legitimate meaning for a message, which preoccupied me and which I did not seem to find answered by the American research. The likely reason for that failure of the American theorists was precisely as Jensen suggests: the assumption that we all share the same reality. There is plenty of evidence that we do not. Psychological experiments have clearly demonstrated that perception is not simply 'reception', but an active process of making sense of what we receive, and that that process is heavily influenced by our cultural background and our personal experience. (For example Gregory's 'carpentered world'). There is evidence also from numerous linguists that that cultural background is to a very large extent a function of the codes we use. For example Sapir:

.. the real world is to a large extent built up on the language habits of the group. We see and hear and otherwise experience very largely as we do because the language habits of our community predispose certain choices of interpretation. The worlds in which different societies live are distinct worlds, not merely the same world with different labels attached.

Sapir (1956)

or Whorf:

We cut nature up, organize it into concepts, and ascribe significances as we do largely because we are parties to an agreement to organize it in this way - an agreement that holds throughout our speech community and is codified in the patterns of our language. The agreement is, of course, an implicit and unstated one, but its terms are absolutely obligatory; we cannot talk at all except by subscribing to the organization and classification of data which the agreement decrees. 

Whorf (1956)

The implications of this were considered in so far as they affected the perceptions of totally different language groups. On the whole, though, the extent to which Sapir's and Whorf's observations might apply equally to cultural groupings within a single linguistic community were overlooked in American communication research. And it was precisely that omission which nagged at me. As a linguist having lived abroad, I was keenly aware that different language communities experience the world differently. But what I missed was any attempt to answer the question of whose language I am speaking when I speak my native tongue, whose language is speaking me. It's not purely fortuitous that I can read Chaucer's English of the south-east of England without too much difficulty, but find the language of Sir Gawain, though written during Chaucer's time, alien and difficult. Chaucer's English is likely to have become the English language for the same reason that English is now an international lingua franca, i.e. not because it is somehow more expressive or easier to learn than other languages, but simply because it is the language spoken by those who hold the military and economic power to impose their language, therefore their world, according to Sapir and Whorf, on others. 
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Transmission Models
As Shannon was mainly concerned with technological communication, his model, not surprisingly, is very technology oriented. The model was produced in 1949, a year after Lasswell's. Although Lasswell was concerned mainly with political propaganda, rather than with technology, there is an obvious similarity between the two. 

A standard criticism nowadays of this kind of model is that the message is seen as relatively unproblematic. It's fine for discussing the transformation of 'information', which might be, say &Hui9%/?PLM, but, when we try to apply the model to human-to-human communication, problems arise with the assumption that meanings are somehow contained within the message. 

Shannon is criticized for not having been greatly concerned with the notion of meaning, a somewhat exaggerated criticism since information theorists are indeed concerned with semantics, though it is true that Weaver in his introduction to his and Shannon's The Mathematical Theory of Comunication was at pains to point out that 'two messages, one of which is heavily loaded with meaning and the other of which is pure nonsense, can be exactly equivalent, from the present viewpoint, as regards information' (1949). Probably the most commonly used graphical representation of the Shannon-Weaver model is Wilbur Schramm's 1954 development of Shannon's information model which places greater emphasis on the processes of encoding and decoding. The inclusion of the encoding and decoding processes is very helpful to us in the consideration of human communication since it draws our attention to the possibility of a mismatch between the operation of the encoding and decoding devices, which can cause semantic noise to be set up. 

The Shannon-Weaver Model, in common with many others separates the message from other components of the process of communication. In reality, though, you can only reasonably examine the message within the context of all the other interlinked elements. Whenever we are in contact with other people we and they are involved in sending and receiving messages. The crucial question for Communication Studies is: to what extent does the message received correspond to the message transmitted? That's where all the other factors in the communication process come into play. 

The Shannon-Weaver model and others like it tend to portray the message as a relatively uncomplicated matter. Meanings are assumed to be somehow contained within the signs used in the message and the receiver can, as it were, take them out again, what Reddy refers to as the 'conduit metaphor' for communication. Matters such as the social context in which the message is transmitted, the assumptions made by source and receiver, their past experiences and so on are simply disregarded. In this respect, models which do incorporate such factors as those are probably more revealing of the complexity of the communication process. 

It is not uncommon nowadays to criticize Shannon for leading communication studies astray. Certainly, I would agree that for many years in what I am broadly referring to as the 'American tradition' of communication studies there was the general assumption of a shared meaning in the message, quite a different approach from the 'European' Marxist approach to cultural studies. It does not seem to me, however, that the blame can be laid at Shannon's door, since he and Weaver were not concerned with human-to-human to communication. To an extent, it seems to me that the blame lies with communication students who borrow concepts from scientific subjects in order, I suspect, to lend legitimacy to their study. Students of human communication nowadays are likely to use, at least early in their studies, terminology taken from Shannon: transmitter, receiver, channel, bandwidth, channel capacity, code, mechanical noise and so on. I suspect, however, that they are rarely required to know that: , or that no material system can compute more than 2 x 10e47 bits per second and per gram of its mass. And if they are not required to deal with information theory in that way, then the terms transmitter, channel and receiver are just fancy words for speaker, listener and air, more obfuscation than communication.
Berlo's SMCR Model
Like standard transmission models, Berlo's Source Message Channel Receiver model uses the 'standard' elements. What is an advance in his model, though, is the examination of the relationship between the Source and the Receiver and the factors in each of them which influence the fidelity of reception of the message. For fidelity to be high, the communication skill level of Source and Receiver must also be high: 

A given source may have a high level of skill not shared by one receiver, but shared by another. We cannot predict the success of the source from her skill level alone. 

Berlo (1960) There are five verbal communication skills, according to Berlo: 

Two are encoding skills 

 speaking 

 writing 

Two are decoding skills (see Shannon-Weaver: the decoder): 

 listening 

 reading 

The fifth is crucial to both encoding and decoding 

 thought or reasoning.

As encoders our communication skills level affects our communication fidelity in two ways: 

 it affects our ability to analyse our own purposes and intentions, our ability to say something when we communicate. 

 it affects our ability to encode messages which say what we intend. Our communication skills, our facility for handling the language code, affect our ability to encode thoughts that we have. 

Communication involves a great deal of skill, such as 

 knowing and applying the code's grammar 

 knowing and using a broad vocabulary 

 knowing and applying the conventions 

 adapting the use of your code to your audience 

These general comments of Berlo's, taken together with his emphasis on the other four factors (social position, culture, knowledge level and attitudes), although the model remains within the 'transmission' framework, add a considerable degree of complexity and subtlety to the conception of the communication process. Berlo develops this basic framework into an illuminating discussion of meaning (see main window), which is suggestive of much in the 'European' tradition of semiotics.

