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ISSUES OF CONGERN

Comments on “Culture” in
Communication Inquiry

DONAL CARBANIGIL?

B The concept, culture, has become
celremely popular in empirical communication rescarch over ihe pasi
scveral years. One hicars iv used on variows icvels to refer 10 national
cultures, regional culeures, state caitures, neighborhood tnd comnuuniy
cuftures, occupational cultures, family cnltues, retational coltares, and ves,
cven persOnul cultures. [ ehe coneept is o retam ils integrity as a techuical
ter {for communicdtion rescarchers, then some Constraints on its use must
be introduced mto our field’s discussion.

My purpose here is 10 begin such a discussion by suggesting somc fun
damental gualities of communication phenomena decmed cultural, and
intraducing four aspects i cultural studigs of communication. My goal
15 00t 1O imbose a rigid lemplate, but 1o suggest somc points of common
reference, 1o be used hearistically, tested in practice, and tredted as some
buses o discussion. Wilhout such discussiouand deliberate use, our ¢m-
pirical studics lack precision they could have otherwise, reducing @o tm-
portant conceptual apparatis into an unrefleclive inctaphot.

First, the gualities. It seenms best to reserve the concept, cutture, for
those resources (patterns of symbolic action and mcaningy that are a) decply
felt, D) commoniy intelligible, and ¢) widely acaessible. By decply felt, the
patern of concern must enact, invoke, or create, 40 cthos that is feft in.-
fensely by the “natives' {(Scrutoty, 1979). The paitcrn must be seused col-
lectively as an instnce of, Oras yet one more living experience of, a com-
Plex Motal order. So, for example, the fact that *‘the boss™ drinks coifce
every morning while dunking two chocolate doughnnts is of litde intcrest
0 the cultural analyst, unless the drinjking/dunking activity is expressed
and felt to hold deep svmbolic significance, as perhiaps an index of lazy
man2gement, €xcessive or irivolous spending, or 4s demonstrating one
grou)'s self-indalgence in the tace of another’s trugality. it Geeriz’s phrase,
the event is cultural tfit speaks of the group broadly, if & “*says something
about somcthing’’; that is, if it ¢vokes 4 complex patteen of fecling that
goes heyond itself. That there is a patesn---of turns taken, paasing, inlcrac-
tional moves, ax! the like —is ilmportantio the caltoral analyst but so is ev-
idence that the pattern s deeply feln: doces ichold penctrating signiticancey

A sceond quality of caliural communicative phenomena is a sense of
common intelligibiliry. Do wembers of this human group {ind e pat-
s et eaacern meaningful? That is, does the pattert articulate with native
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actions and meanings? Such a quality docs not however mean there is
agreemert of opinion, only that the phenomenon is intelligible ro the com-
mon folk. Further, spuch aquality dods not nccessivawe a dircct replication?
of thie commmaon scnsc, but invokes a sense that resonmes with the 1olk’s
wiys (sce Geertz 1973, Katricl and Philipsen, 1981} Thus, it is not the
replication of agreements that characterizes the caltural in communica-
tion, hut renderings that resonete closely with the communal mind (¢t
McKceon, 1956). Ttis the emics of life, expericnce near interpretaion of
symbolic pattems, that receives priority over the more ctic, expericucce-
far readings (Geertz, 1976).

A third guality capturcd by the concept, culture, is that it be widely
accesstbie. Persons musthold ready access to the communicative pattern
of action and meantng of anpirical concern. This docs not imply necessar
ily that al! parsons nisc the patern, only that it is available to them, con-
tacted by them, coordinatable with them. So for example, that one must
act incompetently in order to be considered competent is a widcely
recognized cultural patiern for the Burundi (Alber, 1972), althougl prac-
ticed iy only one class of citizen (cf. Kecenan, 1974).

Thus, an exploration and interpretation of communication, i 1crnms
of its cultural paucrning, would benefit by asking: a) is the pattern deeply
fclt?; ) is it commonly intelligible?; and o) §s it widely accessible? 1 so,
the partern muy aptly be called a cultural one.

What aspects necd included in empirical studies ol cultural patterns?
There seem centrally 1o he four. First, empirical rescarch ol culoural peat-
terns should be condnicted @ sitee ‘The patterns o factional sequences and
scmantc domains must be discoverced and described in the contexoof their
usc if their quealities as culwural paterns are to be nunderstood. Where recall
data, reconstructed acts and events, and surveys are usclul methods of
diata collection, they cannot substitute for data ge dverced &7 sitwe. Such data
cnables claims 1o be made about symbol usce in context, incractional mean
ings, and forms ol action. Once such patterns are identificd, an clabora-
Lion of hem through stractured recall, reconsirictions, and swrveys may
bc invaluuable. But asking of communicationn conchict, what are (he pat-
terns and how are they used, is dilfercnt than asking, wiliat patterns have
you uscd, describe and evaluate them. Dilfereat and rclated orcders ol data
are involved, cach supporting distinctive empirical claims. To first iden-
Lfy cultural paterns, 712 sitze data collection is essential.

A sccond aspect of cultural analysis is its theoretical base. What once
observes and senses in a context can most often be cluborated in terms
of some cxtant theoretical framework. For example, onc might focus on
cultural patterns by using extant theories otsilence (¢.g. Basso, 1970; Tan-
nen & Saville-Troike, 1985), theories of speech acts (¢.g. Scarle, 1976;
Rosuldo, 1982), theorics of role cnacument (¢.g. Hannerz, 1969; Philipsen,
1979), theorics of personhood and speaking (¢.g. Schweder & Bourne,
1985; Carbaugh, 1988), rule theorics (€.g. Tlymes, 1962, Pearce & Cronen,
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