Spectra

FOR A NEW AGE OF ENLIGHTENMENT

Presidential Address, December 1974
Samuel L. Becker

In the Jate 1960's this Association like many other professional associations was shocked
into self-examination. The consequences werc positive. Though we still have some distance
to go, more influential positions were opened to younger members of the profes
women, and to members of minority groups: and there was increasing concern for socially
relevant and socially responsible rescarch and teaching. In the 1970°s, undoubtedly, the
press will be toward providing new kinds of services, kinds long associated with labor
unions. And if the poor cconomic situation and the drop in enrollments in schools and col-
leges continue or even worsen over the period of a decade or more, as many cconomists
and demographers now predict, this press too will be impossible 1o resist. Like the
of the sixties, these changes in our Association and in the educational enterprise in gen-
eral, will probably be good. However, with the benefits which can accrue may come a loy
which renders our gains meaningless. This is the loss of belief in and pursuit of learning and
of excellence.
There are already some ominous s One is the increasing interest of the academic
radical in forming unions rather than reforming scholarship, and the greater concern for
how to teach and to whom to teach, than for what to teach. These trends have been well-
documented in Harland and Sue Bloland's recent study. American Learned Societies in
sition,' in which they conclude that scholarly values are receding. The increasing
i il essi curity are attracting teachers more o coll
gaining than to collective or even individual pursuit of knowledge; the financial distre
most educational institutions and the influx of new kinds of students or new mixes of stu-
dents are forcing greater atlention on the organization and methods of teaching so that
more, and more varied, students can be taught with fewer faculty members, The Blolands,

like many edu

tional administrators, seem little concerned with the loss of traditional

scholarly values; they apparently believe these values to be no longer important for teach-
ers, that quality teaching and quality scholarship are separable.

There is a saying in the Talmud, the com-
pilation of the oral laws of the Jews, that
“the man who learns but does not teach is
like the myrtle in the desert: no one profits
from it.”" It secems to me equally true that
the man who teaches but does not learn is
like the quicksand in the desc;
ceptive threat 1o all who depend upon him
for firm and helpful footing. If. in our just
concerns for social reformation and for self-
preservation, we lose this keystone ol the
it of learn-
ing and of ¢ —we will have lost all.
We will have broughl the young and women
and minority group members into an insti-
tution which has no value; we will have
robbed students of the opportunitic:
growth and development that they ne
will have destroyed the base that a great
society needs.

ment of it is not fulfilling the responsibility
which is cach of ours,

I realize that advocating scholarship is
not popular these days, and hence [ may be
accus
teaching. But that is nonsense!

Dedication to scholarship is not anti-
thetical o dedication to teaching: teach-
ing and scholarship must be inextricably in-
tertwined throughout the educational en-
terprise unless we are satisfied to be teachers
and have teachers who are but “keepers and
drillmasters and friendly companions.
a constructive historic trend in most
academic disciplines: what is taught in grad-
uate school o one generation moves to the
undergraduate in the next gencration or
wo, (o secondary schools in the next and,
1o some extent and in some disciplines, to

the primary schools in the next. The rate of

We in the field of ion have a
special responsibility here. Human com-
munication has always been a difficult busi-
ness. One of the great tragedies in our civi-

lization is that we have so little understand-
ing of each other; despite all of our talk.
despite all of our highly motivated media of
communication, despite the variety of com-
from drama

municative forms that we use-
1o billboards to radio commer
livity groups or brainstorming
debate  and ussion- - cffective  human
communication is t0o seldom achieved. This
is the major challenge to our field; th
our major responsibility. Any teacher or
student of communication who is not de-
voting a reasonable amount of time to try-
ing to understand communication better so
that he or she can contribute to the improve-

this varies from discipline to dis-
cipline, but seems inexorable in all. We
teachers have a responsibility to facilitate
and even to push this downward movement,
to make ourselves, as we exist at any mo-
endable in the proc educa
tion. One implication of this re: pomlh\h\v
is that we must change ourselves through
the acquisition of new learning and new
knowledge— new methods, new applica-
tions, new theory- so what becomes ex-
pendable is what we are and do today, not
our role: chers and scholars. A sec-
ond implication is that, at least at some
levels of education, and one would hope at
all, we must be constantly developing new or
improved theory and applications and meth-
ods to support the human quest for contin-
ual development.

continued. page 11
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Note: Members wishing additional in-
formation about matters mentioned in these
minues are_encouraged 10 seek same by
communicating with the approp of-
ficer. editor or chairperson. (See rosiers in
the February issue.) For help in routing in-
quiries, please contact Executive Secretary
William Work, SCA, Statler Hilton Hotel.
New York, NY 10001

Friday, December 27—Morning Session

President Becker called the meeting 1o
order at 9:45 a.m. and asked for nomina-
tions for the Council representative to the
1974 Nominating Committee. Subse-
quently, R. R. Allen was named 10 the post
by acclamation.

continued. page 16
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The field of communication has probably
not been so successful at this continual de-
velopment as some other fields have been—
most notably physics and chemistry and, to
a lesser extent, mathematics and political

science. If we had been as successful as we
should have been, communication training
today would be so well-developed in the
secondary and primary schools that only
the rare secondary school gmduuc would
need more lmmmg at prepdrmg and delwcr-

writing an acceptable essay. The basic meth-
ods of analyzing a speech or essay would be
well known by all college undergraduates,
if not by all high school students. An
sortment of communication and rhetorical
theories would be part of the intellectual
tools of any bright high school graduate—
or at least of the college sophomore—who
wishes to understand his social environment.

In order to facilitate this downward thrust
of knowledge and skill in our field, we must
develop more press from the top, press
caused by the sheer weight or mass of
knowledge being developed. Were that mass
greater, we would be searching for means to
insure that our graduate students acquired
it and would probably discover only two
practical ways; one would be to re-organize
and synthesize as much of the knowledge as
we could in order to reduce redundancy and
to eliminate what is least relevant, and the
other would be to enable students to learn
more of it before they enter graduate school.
The entire process would be repeated at the
undergraduate level, then at the secondary
level, the primary level, and finaily in the
pre-school and home.

All of this, of course, presupposes certain
scholarly values—values which we must
struggle to maintain in the academy, or per-
haps even to develop further.

more important, to the contributions we can
make to knowledge. (This problem of frag-
mentation, of course, is not our field's alone;
it is a problem in the entire academic com-
munity and in the larger intellectual com-
munity of which the academy is only a parl

the historical, the scientific, and the various
amalgams of them all—can stimulate us to
new and more useful visions, to different
ways of looking at the phenomena of com-
munication so that our minds and sensibili-
ties perceive new reldllonshlps and new and

Intellectuals have become so
that we have no common ground for dis-
course, no common base from which to co-
operatively attack and resolve the prob-
lems facing our society. Working toward a
core or set of cores for our field is a major
step toward decreasing the fragmentation
in these larger communities.)

1 do not mean to suggest that there is
something sacred or inviolable about the
present organization of our field—of our
departments, schools, colleges, and univer-
sities. I am not advocating that all of us stay
wedded to the same academic mates until
death do us part, though it does seem that
some of us may be rushing out of wedlock
without sufficient thought. I am suggesting
rather that, so long as we remain bedfel-
lows, we use all that we can find or conceive
that we have in common in order to build
4 maximum of social and intellectual sup-
port for our teaching and research. The
hasty fragmentation of our field is too often
unnecessary and counterproductive, just as
the separation between teacher and scholar
that occurs often these days is unnecessary
and counterproductive. This separation and
fragmentation produce a tension that hin-
ders rather than supports our work. There is
also counterproductive tension in our field,
as in many fields, among the humanists, the
social scientists, and the technologists, each
of whom is convinced too often that his or
her methods or approaches are the most im-
portant means of resolving communication
problems. It will help us to reduce these
tensions if we remind ourselves that the most
important element in resolving problems—
in developing fruitful theoretical ideas and

It is because of this need for
of our scholarly values that we in the field
of communication must think about who we
are, what our field encompasses, and what
our central intellectual core is. Research on
the sociology of knowledge has demon-
strated clearly the importance of one’s
scholarly community to the values one holds
and the commitments one has. Since the
Age ol' Enlightenment, we have recognized
that enlightenment is to be more than
sporadic and lackadaisical—even accidental
—it must be a cooperative venture, a com-
munity affair.' The acceplance of core
values and conceptions will not restrict cre-
ative or innovative scholarship. Quite the
opposite. They will give support to such
scholarship by reducing the probability of
individual olars being forced to work in
isolation, without the intellectual stimula-
tion and support of a community of which
they are parts. The increasing fragmenta-
tion of our field with the consequent de-
crease in intellectual ground on which we
can stand together and develop, poses
threats to our continued existence and, even

fruitful pract has little to do with re-
search method or materials; it has to do
rather with creative imagination. Seldom,
if ever, does a fresh theoretical idea come
logically out of our research findings or out
of the existence of a technology. The fresh
idea comes from the workings of a mind
which uses the findings of research or schol-
arship or the knowledge of technology as
stimuli; the idea represents an imaginative
leap beyond those stimuli. Data—whether
numbers or tidbits of information from
diaries or speeches or the texts of plays or
shots from a film or television program—do
not advance knowledge in any meaningful
sense. Knowledge is advanced when a cre-
ative mind perceives a new relationship, a
new order where others saw only the old or-
der or only chaos. The kinds of data ob-
tainable from all our methods of scholar-
ship are important for the maximum stimu-
lation of our imaginations and for the com-
munication of our visions. Similarly, inter-
action of the varied kinds of thinking that
are characteristic of the best scholars work-
ing with each of these methods—the critical,

useful Of course, the exist-
ence of fresh frames of reference alone will
not lead us 1o new perceptions; our minds
and our sensibilities must be open to them.
We must take the cue from physicist Robert
Oppenheimer who suggested that

When a friend tells us of a new discovery
we may not understand, we may not be
able to listen without jeopardizing the
work that is ours and closer to us; but we
cannot find in a book or canon—and we
should not seek—grounds for hallowing
our ignorance. If a man tells us that he
sees differently than we, or that he finds
beautiful what we find ugly, we may have
to leave the room from fatigue or trou-
ble; but that is our weakness and our de-
fault. If we must live with a perpetual
sense that the world and the men in it are
greater than we and too much for us; let
it be the measure of our virtue that we
know this and seek no comfort. Above all,
let us not proclaim that the limits of our
powers correspond to some special wis-
dom in our choice of life, of learning, or
of beauty.*

Too often, as Oppenheimer suggests, we
don’t permit new thoughts or visions to en-
ter our minds; we find it more comfortable
to perceive everything in the old framework
—to look only for what is the same, rather
than for what might be different. There are
those, for example, who look at contem-
porary black drama and see nothing new-—
and, at one level of abstraction, there is
nothing new. One can find ways (o describe
most Black drama with an Aristotelian
analytical scheme just about as easily as one
can describe a Greek or Elizabethan play
with such a scheme. But that scheme does
not help us to perceive all that is possible to
perceive in that Black drama. Just so, the
concept of ““thromises™—a combination of
threat and promise often present when peo-
ple conflict—which John Bowers recently
wrote about in Speech Monographs' is
easily perceived as subsumed by game the-
ory or cven by stimulus-response learning
theory. Perceiving the concept those ways
undoubtedly makes the perceiver more
comfortable, however, it reduces the prob-
ability that the concept will stimulate him
to perceive some different kinds of general-
izations about human conflict and, perhaps.
even fresh means for reducing conflicts. |
ssume that all who ever thought about
rhetorical activity in any way recognized
that it goes on in some situation, but not
until Lloyd Bitzer thoroughly developed an
interesting conception of the “‘rhetorical
situation™ were we stimulated to see rhe-
toric in some fresh ways and to begin to ask
some fresh and uscful questions about it.
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The concepts and theoretical ideas which
truly form the core of our field should be
ones that lead us to new and useful com-
munication forms and new and useful
frames of reference such as these. I wish that
I could report today that I have found dur-
ing this past year the major core concepts
and theoretical ideas for our field. I have
not. However, I want to share with you a
few of the thoughts that have come to me as
I have worried about the problem. I hope
these thoughts will suggest some of the
existing sorts of questions to be found at the
heart of our field and, even more important,
that they will stimulate some of you who are
more imaginative than I am to develop even
more important and critical concepts and
ideas about the core of our field.

In searching for the locus of our common
core, | w; irred again-—as I have been
many times in the past—by the late Walter
Lippman whose legacy to our field has been
incalculable. More than half a century ago,
Lippman wrote about “the world outside
and the pictures in our heads.”” He ar-
gued persuasively that to understand human
behavior we must understand not man’s ex-
ternal environment but, rather, that
“pseudo-environment” he has made for

mself inside his head to which his be-
havior is a response. This conception of
Lippman’s is relevant to a very large por-
tion of the problems with which we in com-
munication are concerned. Nevertheless,
we see little effort to draw out its implica-
tions or to work cooperatively on finding
answers to the common questions which it
suggests.

The processes by which individuals form
these pictures in their heads must be funda-
mental to the concerns of all of us. They in-
volve the ways in which individuals process
information from what they hear and read
and see and what they sense in other ways,
the ways in which they perceive meanings
in those data, and the ways in which they
integrate those meanings into their concep:
tual schemes. If we are trying to learn or
help others learn to analyze speeches
poems or plays or films in various wa
we are trying to understand the role of com-
munication in political processes, in judicial
processes, or in conflict resolution; if we are
trying to understand the effects of mass
communication on children or ways 1o im-
prove the flow of communication in an of-
fice or a school system a fruitful theory of
the ways in which people process informa-
tion is vital. I have suggested elsewhere
some of the ways in which this theory can be
approached,* all of us in communication
have a common stake in its development.

A special aspect of information process-
ing that is especially relevant to all parts of
our field and, hence, seems to me to be a
core problem, is the way or ways in which
communication conventions change. Any-
one who has obscrved the shifts through the
years in the gestures and language which
are considered conventional for political

speakers, or the constantly evolving con-
ventions of theatrical sugmg, or the change
in editing conventions in film and television
during the past decade or two, is aware that
our conventions rarely if ever remain con-
stant. However, I have discovered no gen-
cralizations which will help us to under-
stand why these occur or when they will oc-
cur so that, as communicalors, we can cope
with them more effectively.

Another concept that appears to have
rich possibilities for helping us to under-
stand these matters is the concept of struc-
ture. As you know, of course, scholars in a
great variety of fields have developed many
conceptions of structure, but the relation-
ship among these conceptions—if one exists
—is far from clear. It is not clear, for ex-
ample, if there is a relationship between the
structuralist views of the linquist, the an-
thropologist, the cognitive psychologist, the
physiologist, and the literary or film critic.
What is re s that structure,
in some senses i
role in communication. As Karl Pribram
noted in his exciting book on Languages of
the Brain, for example,

Research on the conditions that influence

human memory has demonstrated the

overriding importance of questions of
configuration; whether something is re-
membered is in large part a function of
the form and context in which it is ex-
perienced.”
In other words, the creation of the worlds in
our heads is dependent upon two types of
structures, the structures that we sense and
the structuring that we do, or, in other
terms, message structures and perceptual
structures. Though the distinctions are
somewhat ambiguous between message and
perception, or structures that we sense and
structuring that we do, these concepts help
us to perceive communication in some fresh
and useful ways. One of my former students,
Joseph Anderson, has even suggested that
further insights can be stimulated if
we break both message structures and
perceptual structures down further. He
thinks that we might divide message
structures into conventional and idiosyn-
cratic; and perceptual structures into
archetypal, cultural, and personality stru
tures—or, perhaps, anatomical, physiologi
cal, and psychological. However we divide
them, he believes it can be useful to think
of communication as what occurs at the in-
terface of perceptual and message struc-
tlures; that is, at the interface of structures
that we sense and the structures with which
we integrate them to reshape the plclures

generated by many of the messages we
emit. It should definitely help us to achieve
more reliable intercultural communication,

The perceptual structures we carry about
with us are not static, of course. Some
change rapidly; some change slowly: some
apparently change little if at all. The con-
cept of perceptual structure appears to be
closely related to convention of expectation,
i lht.y are identical.

times make sense out of what may appear

to be random stimuli, while at other times
they percceive no sense at all in those s i
For example, for many years we belicved
that there were certain principles of film
editing that could not be violated or the film
would be meaningless. However, when some
of the old principles of film editing have
been violated—principles whose violation
was supposed to render a film sequence
ingless or ing for an audi

such as a jump cut—we found that most
members of the audience were not confused
at all and had little difficulty in creating a
meaning. As a matter of fact, it now ap-
pears that it may be impossible to create a
meaningless film. To some degree, that
also true of theatre. It is less true of di:
cussion, public speaking, conversation, r:
dio, or television, probably because con-
ventions are so much better learned for
these forms—our expectations so much
more set and rigid. At one time, I thought
that the difference between forms which
could be perceived as meaningless and those
which could not be was due to the former
dependence on language, the argument by
ing that linguistic structure is so well learned
—perhaps even innate to some degree
Chomsky and others have postulated—that
any form of communication depending
strongly on language can be rendered mean-
ingless for most people by violating the
grammar and syntax. However, as soon as
one thinks of poetry, this generalization
breaks down too. Linquistic rules can be
totally ignored and, so long as the reader or
listener believes that it is poctry he is being
exposed to, one can present random words
and he will tend to perceive meaning. Given
the same stimuli without the expectation of
poetry, but rather the expectation of rhet-
torical discourse, the reader or listener
perceive no meaning. This interaction of
prior learning and expectations may pro-
vide a key to many of the communication
questions which are yet unanswered.

The interaction of learning and expecta-
tion is part of the other concept that | want
Io suggcn as at or related to the core of

interests. It is a con-

in our heads. App

in this way may help us lo discover strate-
gies for better tailoring instructional ma-
terials 1o the needs of individual students,
for preparing ourselves and others for more
efficient reading and listening. Understand-
ing the interaction between message and
perceptual structures may lead to ideas for
sharply reducing the misunderstandings

cepl that has been considered in only a very
shallow way by most of the teachers and
scholars in"our field, except for those in
mass communication. This is the concept of
function. In much of our scholarship and
our teaching we have often analyzed the
purpose of some piece of discourse and then
asked how it worked, how its parts con-
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tribute to its purpose or functions, how its
parts or the whole contribute to its purpose
being achieved with an audicnce. In the lat-
ter case, our generalizations have not been
e, we seem unable Lo account for
bility among communica-
tion situations or, even more important,
among people. I suggest that much of this
lack of precision is due Lo our failure to con-
sider the fact that there is seldom a common
purpose among all of the participants in a
communication transaction. com-
munication scholars have provided ample
evidence demonstrating that the same m
sage or the sume communication trans
tion serves quite different functions for dif-
ferent individuals. However, these scholars
have not yet developed very imaginative
ways (0 gel at these functions and their an-
tecedents. If we can improve upon the meth-
ods that now exist, there are a great many
critical problems which we might be able to
resolve.
1. It should help us to explain the differ-
ences in reaction 1o a conflict situation
since much conflict—whether within a
group, between students and adminis-
trators, or members of a family—un-
doubtedly serves different functions for
the different persons involved.
It could help us to explain diferences in
student development in our courses, since
being in school or college is perceived by
different individuals to serve different
functions.
Some information itself ha:
to serve different functions
people. Understanding  th
should help us to understand and de-
velop better means for increasing the
comprehension and retention of mes-
sages.

. The process of exposure (o communi
tion serves different functions; people go
to hear speeches or read the newspaper
or watch television for different pur-
poses. As a well-informed citizenry be-
comes more vital to our continued exi:
ence, 5o that we must find means to moti-
vate more people to expose themselves to
certain kinds of communication, it is ob-
vious that we must attempt to under-
stand these motivating functions.

5. One of the problems which has plagued

scholars I‘or tlu past two or three du des

o

w

been found
for different
e functions

IS

discrepancy  between  the findings of
laboratory studies of communication and

cisely, and their relationship to com-
munication behavior, we should be able
to pull the findings from these varied
studies together into more coherent and
useful generalizations.

. A better understanding of the functions
which any given communication situation
will serve for an individual could con-
tribute to more precise generalizations
about the credibility he attribute:
others in each situation, 10 the w.
viduals carry out their various informa-
tion gatekeeping roles, to the way in
which they respond to works of art, and
to the way in which they work together
in groups to resolve problems or make
decisions.

In short, for all of the kinds of communica-
tion that we study and teach about, we need
ants perceive the
functions of the situation and why they per-
ceive them as they do—or, in Walter Lipp-
man’s terms, what and why is that world in
their heads?

1 have not been sugg
development of theoret
formation process
sis will provide solutions to all ()I‘ the com-
munication problems that we have. [ am
suggesting, rather, that they are two which
appear (o hold promise for providing some
solutions. [ am suggesting also that these
are examples of the wide range of concepts
that we need to give us multiple ways of
perceiving and of studying communication.
And I am suggesting that these are concepls
which can form part of the common core of
our field. Cooperative thinking and research
on them by the various sorts of teacher/
scholars in our field can help us to achieve
a richer and more rapid understanding of
all aspects of communication.

ing that the further
d

In arguing for some concepts which form
a common core for our field and for con-
certed exploration of these concepts by the
varied sorts of scholars in our field, I am
not arguing that all of us accept the same
methods or ApprudLth to knowing. A vol-
ume of studics was published last month in
honor of my friend and LOI]L‘ngU«. and former
president of this Association, Donald Bry-
ant. Its title is Rhetoric: A Tradition in
Transition." In it, 1 noted that ours appears
to be a transitional period for rhetorical
study-—and I might well have said for all
communication study—but that an exami-
nation of the history of our field shows that
it has always appeared (o be in transitio
we have been both 4 humanistic discipline

field observations of ication. It
seems likely to me that at least part of
the explanation for this discrepancy is the
Idcl that student “volunteers™ or “draft-

" for the laboratory studies probably
perccive the communication situation in
the study to serve different functions for
them than the communication situations
in which they participate outside the
faboratory. If we can determine the dif-
ferences in these perceplions more pre-

and a beh I science virtually from the
inception of the field. Our “transitional™
state does not seem to be very transitory,
and 1 believe that to be a good thing. The
sion that these competing modes of
thinking creates can be a healthy tension, if
we use it in productive
tive ways, il we use it for furthering our
desper and fuller understanding of the criti-
problems of communication that man
es.
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DEADLINES
Copy for June Spectra, April 15
Copy for Talk-Back, April 15
Call for Summer Institutes, Api
May Placement Bulletin Listings,
April 25
Invitations to host International De-
bate Teams, May 15
June Placement Bulletin Listings,
May 26

Return 1975-76 Directory Informa-
tion Forms, June 1

August Spectra, June 15

ADASC  Seminar Preregistrations,
July 1

SCA Summer Conference Preregis-
trations, July 3

J. L. Hofford. Speech Communication,
Boston State College, S
Boston. MA 02115 seeks research informa-
tion on the verbal and non-verbal interper-
sonal communication of love.




