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REFLECTIONS ON DISTINCTIVE QUALITIES 

IN COMMUNICATION RESEARCH 

l)onal Carb(1ugh �:�רזd Patrice M. Buzza11ell 

, .  

When stud}'ing conו 11·1t1ת ication > scholars focus on some types of data 
ar1d do so frc>111 so11זe partict1la1· poi11t of v·iew. At this זnoment of our 
i :r1te l [ectual l1i sto1·yי c.()n1mu11icatio11 data ca11 be generated virtually 
everywhe1·e i11cludi11g face-to -face encounters, oוil ine news and com­
edy, th1·o t1gh ,1 variety (>f 1מobile technologies, in linguistic and 11on­
.lingL1istic \vays, i11clL1di11g visual a11d  acoustical signals . What the most 
salien ·t data areי h<כw they a1·e ide11tified, and what can be said about 
the1n are questio11s co111rnunication scholars) in the cot1rse of their 
studies, r�1ise cl11d address . 1"'hese ,ןre impo1·tant co11cerns because) as 
scl1olars co11side1· the_nך their studies gain their toe י -hold so-to -speak , 
thrtכugh "data," in personal and social 1·ealities . While collecting and 
a11alyzing d:1ta are c rucial parts of the research process, there is n1uch 
n1o re i 11volved tl1an tl1is , or much n1ore surrounding these specific 

decis ior1s . 
I:�ro111 what perspective are data being generatedי organized, inter-

preted, a11d/or exp lained? lt is possible, of course, to collect, and 
t lדen ,1cco11nt t"c>r com11דunication data ( such as public reports about , 
sרתoking, or c,1ncer, or  step- families)  from a variety of perspectives. 
For exan1ple, data can be utilized as a manifestation of political and 
ecoך)תnרic factors י  �1s an expression of� psyclרological states or traits, 
c)1· ,1s a11 cכt1tc<:ג n·1e ot� S()c:ial class or  cultural st.ructures .  :If considered 
i נ>ese ways, these cב[t רז nn1t1nicז i1ti<)n pheno111ena would be explai11ed 

f�rרוזס the viev\1 c)f. pcכ l i ·tic(,11 , ecoרנoזnic, psychological, sociological, or 
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a11th�opological theories, respectively. Each ot� these disciplinary pe1�­
spect1ves would provide import,1nt insights and accounts, btit each 
would not be exactly the same as communicational explanations. How 
does 011e produce com.1nunicatio .nal explanations ot� phe1101nena? 
Commu11ication schola1·s believe that communication l1as a hand in 
shapi11g aspects of h11man existence and that this process ca11 be stt1died 
i11 its own right and 11ot simply as a n1eans of inves·tigati11g other 
phenome11a. 

For the scholars whose works are assembled here, we note that 
commu11ication is 11ot only the data ot� concern, bt1t is also ­and 1nore י
over, the primary theoretical concern. We note this dual e111phasis  on י
com1nunication data ar1d theory, as twi11 bases on which to begi11 our 
ref1ections about what indeed are some disti11ctive qualities in their 
Communication Research. We want to emphasize, initially, that the 
research reported above, aונd exan1ined here explores the world not just 
as communication data . Rather, the research further understands data 
�rom the perspective of con1munication theory. A si1nilar point was 
 troduced long ago, early last century by the Pragrnatist William Jamesן11
who noted that cסm·munication is a double-barreled te1·rn: it is both 
a practice, ?ut it. is n1oreover a perspective on that practice. We have 
been work1ng s1nce to understand all the implications of James's  
double-barreled thought! 

Our reflections in this chapter are designed to summarize, gener­
ally, five qualities tl1at a,re distinctive in the co111munication research 
discussed in this volu1ne. We organize these as five reflections that 
elabora·te specific concerns of research design: ( 1 )  conceptualizing 
tl1e . researcher ) s concerns as communication co1ןcerns; ( 2 )  addressi11g 
s?c1al problems as co1מmunicatio11 proble1ns; (3 ) asking research ques­
t1ons about con1municatio11; ( 4) using a methodology that is based 
upon communication theory and data; and ( 5 ) accounti11g for findings 
�rom the pers_pective of comn1unicatio11 practices and theory> that 
1s_, �emo11strat1n.g �ow co111munication is forn1ative in structuring, or 
g1v1ng order to, soc1al and cultural lives . In what follows we sun1marize 
each of tl1ese qualities as reflections upon the commu11ication research 
assembled here. 

ln our reflections  ,we treat each author)s work in a su1nn1ary form י
rather than delving into the details of their theories and research as it 
has bee11 written into thejr co11tributions . We note that tl1e autl1ors ) 

works d? �ot, i11 the whole nor does each of thei18 studies in part  י

necessar1ly 1nclude all five qualities, but s01ne ot� their works, here and 
elsewhe18e ) do. As a result, we introduce an important caveat. We are 
discussing a range of possibilities i11 various types of comn1unicatio11 
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or class-based dynamics are cס-existent with these processes since power is "ever-present" in them. Positive developments are 11eeded, De�tz argues, whi�h e_mbr�ce positive social relations through unveiling var1ous com.mun1cat1ve s1tes of discursive contestation, freeing them for scrutiny and change. 
Michael Hecht discusses his view of '' co1nנnunication as cultur­ally situated message design and interpretation. " He focuses upon culturally-based message design and its effects . Hecht is particularly concerned not just with the nature of message design, but moreover �i�� the sp�cific tOrms possible for the design of the message. Possi­b1l1t1es are 1ndeed multiple in any one occasion for the "formi11g" of messages and it is the study of this variety, and the tailoring of it for a particular social and cultural context that are of concern in his large-scale studies. The · narrative fornד of communication, as well as person� stories, plays a special role in his approach. While all people tell stor1e_s, Hecht recognizes that their ingredients, the characters, the plot lines, the dramatic actions, their resolution, and so on are situ­ationally managed and culturally distinct. His approach then draws attention to local praGtices, ide11tities, taken-for-granted knowledge, dynamics of belongi11g, i11ter-group dynamics, various cross-cultural dimensions of each, with each, when explored in contex:t, helping to target messages about health to specific peoples and contexts . Joseph Cappella and Robert Hornik take co1nmunication to be '<a practica1 science of messages and their specific conseque11ces. יי Their goal is to isolate specific abstract features of messages and their con­seque11ces. The approach they adopt is deeply theory-drivenי directed to isolat�ng abstract dimensions of messages and asking why they have the spec1fic �onse�uences that they do. Conducting resea1·ch in this way e11ables the 1nv�st1g_ators to �1-ovide practical, and a-cultural knowledge about commun1cat1on, how 1t works generally, as well as how it can best be designed for specific purposes and effects. In their studies, they address several in1portant social problems which we will examine in more detail below. They seek to create practical communicative action which can meet three general criteria: It is a practice that 1·eaches tar­geted populations, effectively achieves its desired objectives ( in form and content) , and does so effi.cie11tly (providing maximum benefit at the l?west cost) . C�pp_ella and Hornik's approach offers a highly pro­�u�t1ve cסnceptual1zat1on of communication as a practical and general sc1ence of messages and their specific consequences. '' 

. Gerry Philipsen conceptualizes "communication as culturally distin­ct1ve means and ineanings." His focus is on the ethnogra1רhic discovery of local n1eans of comn1unication including any available means being 
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rese(11-ch .  ()ur comn1e11ts a1·e J'Iסt intended as a requiremen·t that all 
research has all of the five (}·ual.ities discussed he1·e. Our purpose is 
prirn<:lri ly ret1ective, 11ot legislative ! At the sarne time we 
woul(_i add tl1at ,111 five quc:1li.ties, if present, can create a robustly 
de.sig11ed co111nוunicatio11 st11dy. 

QUALITY ן  :THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE י
CONCEPTUALIZING CONCERNS AS COMMUNICATION 

v\le find it instructive ·to review how the authors in this book con­
ceptual ize their co11ceנ�ns as commun.icaticכn concerns . In othe1• �o�ds, 
we ask: wl1en the authors look upon the world as commun1cat1on 
sc]10.lars, l1ow do they see, hea1·, and/or feel it? 
· Leslie Baxter sees the concerns she researches as the '' interactive pro­

cess of n1ea11i.ng making," a11d as a11 '<i11terdependence of messages . "  
1"hi.s process and this interdepende11ce involve at t_irnes the ''struggle 
a.n1011g a11d between diftere11t discourses .. " Fronו her �pproac?, s�e 
gives special attention to whe1·e discourses_ come from _( 1. e: , the1r h1s­
tory) , how they are bei11g used. in present c�m�i1111cat1on eve�ts, 
,111d wh,1t n1ight be said 11ext. Her concerns br1ng 111to play 1nult1ple 
cl iscourses, '' iרנter-textual'' relationships, and how utterances can play 
di,ןlectical.Jy 011e \,vith (וtl1ers . As she studies com1nunication, she draws 
­to va1·ious personal, social, and cultural concerns, under רttentio1ז" ·0111
st,ןn(is these as the j_nteraction ofד messages which are pote11tially dense 
witl1 meani11gs, potential sites of st14uggle and difte1·ence, �1 ?f this 
bein<ו constitutive ot� our social lives yet ope11 to further 11egot1at1on. 

St:11 Deetz states a sin1i.lar view of ''communication as constitutive 
()f ide11 tities, difiere11ce, [ and] power relations. '' He a1-gues tl1at some of 
the social problems ot- ou1· day-including ·the problems of diffe1·e�ce 
and socia]. inte1·dependence-,ca11 benefit ft"()ffi such a conceptualiza­
tion. His treat1nent of t.he constitutive role of communication argues 
tl1at tl1e social process of com111unication precedes the person�l sense 
of the world. Tlוis v"i.ew renders knowledge, facts, and percept1on not 
as p1·ior to con1mu.11 ication. , but as social . outco111e�< of co�muni�a�io� syste111s, even thougl1 these may be exper1enced as p1-esoc1al real1t1es . 
l)eetz a1·gues similarly that subject.ive s·tates are also outcomes of com-
1n t1nicatio11 1רrocesses as oוזe sees a 11d experiences in ways that a�e tt1t(_) ed, a priori, by a commt1·נ 11ica·tion order. One o� the tasks of th:s c(כ 11ce1רtualiz,נ.t ion, the11 ) accordin.g ttך Deetz and k1ndred_ others,_ 1s 
. u1וcc)vering jt1st h w comm11nכ) icati.on h.as indeed led to th1s order1ng 
of� lz.110\\'lecige a11ti experi ence i11 social a11d subjective l ives . Thro11gh 
disc ussions o ·f H,1.berm,1s at politicalוDeetz elabo rates l1is critical view tl י  י
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used by commu11ity n1ernbers; the concern is also with ��plicating the 

111e,111i 11gs these mea11s of com1nunication l1ave t? p�1·t1c1pants _t?em­

selves .  11·aditio 11ally ethnographers of commun1cat1on, as Phוl1pse� 
d·iscusses, have u11de1·stood t.he social world as a set of . commun1-

cation events, comn1unication sitt1ations, or ways of speaking. Out of 

these conceptualizations have been developed_ addit�onal concepts that 

explore and explain con1111u11icatio11 as a varוety ?f speec� codes and 

ctוltu1·al discourses .  Pl1ilipsen reviews a network ot scholars vvorks that 

deזno  strate a vc1riety ot. ethnographic concerns such as �he culturalןו

uses aגגd meanings of p1·onou11s, the cultural drama of soJourner and 

di,1sporic identity, a11d the cultural concepti?n and trea_tment ?f h,;alth . 

Each dem(כnstrates the philosophical comm1tment to d1scover1ng local 

means and inean ings רtt. communication," yet does so through a general, 

developiבוg theoretic,11 perspective that is being �sed and de�eloped by 

this 11etwork of scholars . A goal of the 11etwork 1s accumulat111g a bo�y 

of work that is available t(כr consultation, and heuristically employed 1n 

their subsequeiגt cooperative, collaborative, �n? cr?ss-cultural researc�. 

\Yhat r.aakes co111n1unication research dנst111ct1vef One response 1s 

th is : lt is the conceptualization brought to its study. The concept�al­

iz:ttions of tlבe above authors treat perso11al, social, and cultural l1�es , 

respectively, as con11nunication processes of mean�ng-making, as for­

native of it1entities ( differe11ces a11d power relat1011sו ) ,  as culturally 

situated 1nessage desig11 and i11terpretation, as a pו·actical s�ie�ce . of 

 nessages and their specific consequ.ences, or as culturally d1st1nct1veו

means and mea11ings of expressio11. 1'he world can and has be:11 

studied as s11ch, as gra11dly con1plex con1munication phenomena, w1th 

50111e real-pr�1ctic"ןl a11li theoretical-benefit, which we turn to next. 

QUALITIES 2-3, PROBLEMS AND PROBES: SOCIAL ISSUES 

AND ASKING ABOUT COMMUNICATION 

Vv'lוat ki1וds of social problems are the authors addressing? What and 

how do they pose researcl1 questio11s about those problems? 

Ret1ectiiבg upיc11 the scholars' works included here takes us_ 1nto 

explorations of  nוany of the important social_ pro?le?יs and 1ssues 

of our age. Yet t(וr each, it is not just the s�ec1fic s1?n1ficance of t?e 

problem being raised that is importan�, �or 1�s pro1111nence as a soc1al 

problem, bttt how it is probed that d1st1ngu1sl1es tl1e _works gathered 

lוe  municatio11 research. The 1·esearch quest1ons posed andרe as co11·ו

pursued are crucially in1portant to 1·et1ect upon. �o we �sk: what 

prcוbleגרוs are being addressed, a11d how are quest1ons be1ng posed 
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Consider Leslie Baxter' s works . In her studies ­an1ong other con י
cerns, she asks us to think carefully about step-families, teen pregnancy, 
and alcohol use . She suggests a range of importa11t questions about 
these by asking how people talk about alcohol use and teen pregnancy, 
and how discourse is structuring life in step-families. Note that these 
questions are posed not only to explore the topic of- teen pregnancy and 
the like, but to create knowledge about the role of con1munication in 
structuring that topic, identities, and social relations .  By so asking  she י
positions her studies to reveal discourses that create dialectical dynam­
ics concerning, for example, pregnancy and alcoho]. use . ln this way of 
probing, communication does not simply reflect relational dynamics, 
but is openly constitutive of people ) s relations as they deal with issues 
such as pregnancy and alcohol use. 

Stan Deetz raises concer11s about diversity and differences in the 
life of a society; he advocates i11quiry about the role of power rela­
tions in understanding and addressing those concerns .  Questions are 
suggested about how communication is practiced in a way such that 
some groups are being disadvantaged, or ethnic differences a1·e being 
communicatively cast as negative rather than positive, or capitalist 
organizations are interactionally naturalized rather than problematized, 
or psychological states are treated expressively as given rather than 
being socially constituted. Deetz demonstrates how social problems of 
power and preference can and should be probed through questions like 
these, about communication as formative of differences ,  relations of 
dominance, and the like. 

Michael Hecht addresses crucially important large-scale social prob­
lems surrounding health care and education. He asks how communica­
tion plays a role in port1·aying health i11 a particular way, for example, 
how smoking is expressed among teens in a city. He asks further, after 
knowing this, how communication can be designed to decrease the rate 
of teen smoking i11 such a community. The questions posed address 
crucial social problems, yet they do so in a theoretical1y f ocused, 
systematic, and large-scale way. Hecht )s investigations, in other wordsי 

not only probe important social health problems, but do so by asking 
how communication is being structured to conceive of, interpret, and 
address those problems. 

Joseph Cappella and Robert Hornik ask also about specific health 
concerns such as smoking  obesity, and the ways genetic health risks י
are discussed. Their approach is focused סn specific yet abstract 1·ather 
than cul tural features of messages . These aspects ot� messages, they 
argue, have specific and traceable conseque11ces . Their approach asks 
questio11s of ''why a11d how'' these features of messages work exactly as 



1 1 2 • D011,11 C,1rlרat1gl1 a11d כןatrice M . .  Buzzanell 

they do. 'fhe objective is creating propositio11s whicl1 " represen_t ca�sal 

claii11s that have a truth value well beyond their context and h1stor1cal 

pericוd of ,1pplication." For example, it is c�ucial to know, accordi�g to 

Cappella and Hor11ik, exactly \Vhether spec1fic outcomes co-vary w1th a 

"loss fi·ame" a11d a "gain frame" in health n1essages, and whether these 

t'ran1es are being 1nediated lכy en1otional processes such as anxiety, fear, 

and/01· apprehensio11, Asking about specific f.eatures of mess_ages , how 

thev c<)-vary with others, a11d why they work as they do prov1des prop­

os itional knowledge about messages, and their consequences . !hese 

pi·oוles are c1·ucial to pose not only for adv�ncing our �nde1·standing of 

l1ealth issues such as s1noking a1נd genet1c health r1sks, but also for 

developing a scie11tific and practical knowledge of how com�unication 

can be designed n1ore eft"ectively and efficiently for spec1fic target 

populations. 
Gerry Philipsen asks about the local means, and the mean1ngs of 

con1municating i11 specific human comn1unities. He reviews a ra!1ge _of 

studies that address in1portant social problems from levels of sol1dar1ty 

and intimacy witl1i11 commu11ities, to ma!}agi11g identity across c��tural 

sce11es, to lרasic inte1·pretations of health and its treatment. Phil1psen 

discusses two ongoing large-scale eth11ographic research projects that 

are addressing issues of comn1l1nity security in Ghana, Nepal , and 

else\\'he1·e , and tl1e condtict of science a1nong nano-scientists-and 

whetl1er scientists say ethics should be included in their talk about 

tl1eir science. 1'11e ethnographic s tudies raise crucial social issues of 

diff�erence> ide11ti ty, l1e<1lth, security, science, and ethics while also gen­

erati11g an understaבנding of the ways con1municatio11 locally _structu:es 

tl1e mea11s and 1neanings of communicating about them 1n spec1fic 

scenes. 
\Nhat is distinctive> tl1en, as commu11ication research across t.hese 

C<i&es? Coupled with an impressive atte11tiveness to prominent social 

proble1ns today, ,11·e the ways each can be probed. T?ese scholars s�e 

communication as having a ha11d i11 forming co11cept1ons of the soc1al 

problem itself, as the process which gives it particularity in sha�e and 

111eani11g. Tl1e)' ope11 ·the door to L1nderstandi11g how commun1cat1011 

itself structures the pt1blic meanings ot. the social matter, and thus ask 

about each ,1s not only an end product but as a result of a process of 

con1munication. Doing so deeply grounds investigations of these social 

proble1ns in con111נu11ication. As a result, _ and adding this point to 

the first quality above, social problems ot our day are coupled not 

only with scholarl y  probes about, but theoretical pers�ec�ives of_ com­

mu11ication. 10gethe1·, this hel1ר s  contribute a commun1cat1onal v1ew to 

1·esearcl1 ing the 1סatte1�s ,גt ha  .1dז

! 
' 
' ' . 

r 
• ,. 
!-., 
; 

 ' ז

i , 
' 

j 
.!_ 

1 
! 
 ··ז
; -

� 

! 
! ' 
 ז

·.-: •· 

· .;_ . 

:� . 
i 

t 
1 
! 
·, 
" ·  

,. 
! 
j ··�· .• ,. 

 'ג .

' 

' 

. .. 

 ז: .
i 
. . 

. .. ·-· 
., 

. . 

. ' 
 •ג
. �-
i·

" 

' 
' 

l 
( 
·1 .. . 
( 

j 
j. 

, . 

. f 

! 
.. .. 

, 
, ' 

t 
· t 
t 

·1· . .  
. . 

Reflections on Distinctive Qualities • 1 13 

QUALITY 4, PROCEDURES: METHODOLOGY AND 
INQUIRING ABOUT COMMUNICATION 

Our _ authors vary about whethe1· methodology generally carries any 
part1cular accent when done i11 the co11text of co1nmunication research. 
Leslie Baxter, Michael Heclוtי and others suggest that other researchers 
in other fields also do scientific study, qualitative research, field research  י

and/or ethnography as do communication scholars . In some senseי 
the11, a particular n1ethod, like interviewing, n1ay not be distinctive at a 
general level . But then, how the interviewing is designed, about what, 
�ay indeed be distinctive as part of a larger methodology. Along this 
l1ne �f thought, Michael · Hecht suggests that perhaps a synthetic 
atte_nt1veness to co11cerns which others tend to keep separate, such as 
des1gnin� m:thods attentive to com111unication and culture, may give 
commun1cat1on scholars a distinctive accent in their design of research 
methodologies. 
. We wa11t to _suggest that research methodology is for some deeply 

t1ed to theoret1cal concerns. In this sense, if one has conceptualized 
concerns of study as communication co11cerns, for example, as the 
process of message design and interpretation, and if one is asking in 
one' s _research about cornmunication practices  ,processes, 01· principles י
!h�n 1n s��e s.enseי at another level, the methodology one employs 
1s 1tself d.1st1nct1ve as co1nmu11ication scholarship. If one is theorizing 
a dy11am1c of l1ealth delivery as '' interactional message design," the11 
one )s methodology includes data that are, in some sense, or should beי 

'' interactional .  '' Or, if one is asking about discourses of power, then 
one' s basic data should include a systematic exanוination of discursive 
data that exhibits, and systematically examines, power. 

To r�iterate, if a scholar is conceptualizing a phenomenon and 
develop1ng research questio11s about it as communication then one's ' 

data ) the variety of data needed, and procedures for analyzing it will 

be somewhat distinctive as cornmunication. Qualitative research, in 
particular, can exa1nine what i11deed are localי or salient events and 
processe_s of c�m�unicationי as well as how these are related to a prob­
le1n of 1nvest1gat1on; probes can address · how each com1nunication 
event i_s t�e same as w�ll as di!ferent from other events and processes . 
�ua1:t1ta_t1ve :esearch1 יn pa!t1cular, can ask about the frequency and 
d1st1�1but1on ) for example, of events and processes; how does each vary 
across s�mple and target populations? Each methodology, whe11 turned 
to quest1ons of co1nrnu11ication has a distinctive role as it asks about 
com111unication pheno111ena and explores their nature, functions, and 
meanings, in theory and nדethodology. 
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j\1ich ,lel Hecht p tגslרes a bit fu1"ther, as do several others' �isc11ssions 
of� collalכor<1tive gr<.נup- and team-research. From the view of con1-
111unica t:io1·1 > a11 additionalי ref1exive d imension is possible. In other 
wor(.is, a comrnunic.atio11 researcher may not only explore the topic 
,lt ha11d s L1ch as security a11d tee11 pregnancyי bu·t 1noreover can reflect 
upo.n t·.he social p1·c)cess of conducti11g the research. itself-as a co1n�u­
nicati()I1 p1·ocess . Reflecting i11 ·this ,vay can add further 1111derstand111g 
t(ג the soci�1l .:זspects of the rese,1rch process itself. Researchers nרay ask: 
Ho·w (ןre ''we'1 י-esea1·ching thi.s toge·t:l1er) a11d how is this process an 
aftt)rd,1 :[1c.e a11d/ or  a h.i11d1�a11ce to our study? 1'ו}is reflexive method­
ology is  par t of ,vh,1t rnay be offeנ�e(i by co1nmunication s�ecialists to 
tl1e 11י·oc.ess of: doing 1·esea1·ch in teams, fo1� the 1·esearch 1s n�t o?ly 
abc)Ut c<)111111unica ·t io1ו but th1·ough a soc.ial process of commun1cat1on 
i ·tself. I<.ese�1rcl1 1-1י�ocesses, then, can be understood in this way, as an 
addi-tior1al suLןject fo1� 1·eflexive inquiry, the results of the reflection 
­ti1rthe1· n1ethodology, and thus ?ene יleing t1sed in the construction otו
fiting fro111 ·these i11sights abou.t. the co11duct of the research team 1tself. 

What n1akes a metlןodology disti11ctive as com1nunication research? 
. I.t is cנc11ceptualized to study com1nu11icatioi1, �enerates �ata tl1at are 
co1111nu1וication  and forrnulates procedures for analyz1ng data as י
co1n.n1u11icat.io11-possib]y ret1ecti11g upon the research itseltו as part 
cכ i: a c<כnדplex conוm.uבזication p:L�ocess. 

QUALITY 5, EXPLANATIONS: POSITING 
COMMUNICATION AS FORMATIVE OF SOCIAL 

AND CULTURAL LIFE 

l)ne 1·eadi1נg of the above n1igl1t suggest > as Kenneth Burke, Willia1:1 
Janוes, S LlSilI111e L,1nger, and Edward Sapir did long ago, that commun1-
cation is 1111derstood as a prin1ary social process, as the raw stuff of 
n1a.k.ing .1no1·e tl1an the 111ere revealing of society. But can studyi1�g it 
l1e.lp t1s interpret o.r explain anything? The authors he1·e respond w1th a 

d . ,, , ,, resou11 111g yes . 
Leslie B;;1xter uses t.he concept of di.scourse to account for var1ous 

pe14so11al a11d social arrange1ne11ts among families, teens) and tense 
111ome11ts. "fl1e latter are accotinted for by fornוulating differe.nt and 
l].yכssi)כי-1  co 11testing d.iscou1·ses, each positio11ing utterances and user_s in 
partic11 la1.· ways . Expl�ו in ing the dynamics in this _way, places t�em 1n .a 
real 11·1 to be sc1�utinized , thus avail�lble for reflect1on and poss1ble rev1-
si<.1 .n . 1"'h.e conceiרt, discourse, a11d dialectics, l1elp not 011ly account for 
structure כlut a] sך( \'a1�i"1tio11 i .n perso11al a.nd social lives. It offers further, 
t�r(כ 111 Iזa xte1·' s vie,,v, an 01וen space tor retlection and possible changes. 
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Stan Deetz argues that comn1unication gene1·ally, <כrganizational and mass cornmunication specificallיy can be understood as deeply consti­tutive of social and personal lives. Conceived at the nexus of power and social co11struction, communication itself can explai11 received views of knowledge, of truth, of political structure. Th1·ough co1nmuni­catio11 ,  such phenomena &om knowledge to politics have been created, and unveiling the i11 tricacies of this process offers a communicative explanatio11 of knowledge, politics, and vario us other concerns. Michael Hecht is able to explain the efficacy, or lack thereof, of large� scale health campaj.gns by positing culturally based views of message design, interpretation, and their effects . If an anti-smoking campaign succeeds, or fails , Hecht is able to identify cultu1�a1 elements jn, for example, the message form, or extant na14ratives) ·  as reasons for this eff ect. In the process, communication has some explanatory power in the understandi11g and c14eation of health care and education. Cappeila and Hornik examine health as well, but do so by formulat­ing more general principles, focused on specific abstract features of messages, a11d the ways these co-va14y, as principled explanations of messages ' effectiveness in target populations. 
Gerry Philipsen's ethnographic studies suggest interpretive accounts, and explanations through other concepts. A com1nunity's means and mea1בings of co1nmunication may reveal a code, or codes, through which a specific confi.guration of beliefs and values are active. The code 1nay be active in com1nunication events, or processes, a11d when so creates and presupposes certain meanings about social and cultural life. Of courseי codes can be contested" and negotiated) situated 01" unsettled, as the drama of sojourner identity exhibits, but in any case when there is communication, accordi.ng to this view, there a14e traces of cultu_re �hat are active in that commu11ication. Formulating a com­mun1cat1011 code, codes, or cultural discourses, is a way of describing, i11terpreti11g, anti/ or explaining through what means, a11d with what 1neanings communication is local1y active. 

So, what is distinctive as a con1municative expla11ation? Each author, a_s others, has developed a technical vocabulary that is used for descrip­t1ve . and exp!anatory purp?s�s. As the latter, accounts are developed for 1nterpret1ng, and expla1n1ng phenon1ena as the consequence of a communication _process. In this way, various accounts are offered about important social pheno1nena such as stepfamilies, teens and alcohol, differences and power relations, health campaigns, obesity and smok­i11g, security and scie11ce. Something significant and in1portant can be said about eaclו not merely as a topic for discussio11, bt1t as the 1�esult of communication practices, of a discourse, of a discursive struggle, of a 



View publication statsView publication stats

1 16 • D011al Carbaugl1 and Patrice M. Buzzanell 
• 

c ·L1lturally sitt1ated n1essage) ot. n1eans and n1eani11gs of a community' s 
conבmunication, of. a culturally discursive speech code. Each conceptual 
framework, the11  as eac.h program of research, offers not just a way י
of understandi11g a phenon1eno11 in the world, but offers a way of 
accounti11g for th.at pl1eno111enon. In this way, comm11nication is not 
j ust the topic of concer11, or a description of a social and cultural 
process  but offers a way of accounting for that concern and those י

processes . 

BY WAY OF CONCLUDING 
) 

1
"'

he study of co1nmunication of course has many varieties and flavors . 
We think this is a good and productive sign. We lament not being able 
to offe1· a fi1ller 111enu of offerings here for there are many worthy 
cand idates. ,il\.s mentioned in  our Introduction, certainly there are other 
approac.hes and scholars which deserve as careful consideration as 
those we have discussed here. A11d for SL1re tl1e1·e are many who warrant 
as serious consideration as those discussed in detail here. Nonetheless, 
i11 tl1e five progran1s of researcl1 we reflected upo11, we find at least 
five disti11ctive quali.ties i11 co1nmunication research. These involve 
concep·tualizi11g personal and social lives as discourses, pursuing crucial 
social p1·oble1ns as com.mt1nication phe11omena, probi11g those phe­
no1nena, includi11g health, i11. large-scale data-based research stt1dies, 
e111ployi11g a 111etוlodology which keeps co1nn1unication in view when 
designing i11f(כ 1"matio11 campaigns, and formulating accounts of cultural 
codes as resulti11g fro111 com1nunication itself. 

We have deliber,1tely 11o t: discussed these qualities as a quick recipe, 
or a necessity, or a require1nent, or a legislative dictate to1" all communi­
cation studies. We seel<. not to impose a rigid stamp 011 the field. We do 
seek to reflect upon what makes commt1nication research distinctive. 
,--fhe field is . of course wide witl1 n1a11y rows  each יseveral types of soil י
yielding jts own pl,1.nt.s, and other for1ns of vibra11t life. And tl1ere 
are other fields ! Again, we have reflected on j t1st what might be distinct­
ive about ou1� research as communicatior1 research. We hope the conזri­
b11tions we have gatl1e14ed here ) and our ret1ections, contribute to · a 
d i scussion of- sucl1 c<נncer11s. What we have done simply is present 
five dime11sicגnsי a pentad with a purpose, that is, a set of possible 
to1רoi וcfr sayi11g what is distinctive in our comn1unication research, as 
com111unic,1 t�ion 1·esea.rcl1 . 
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