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CHAPTER 1
Thinking Critically
About Communication
in Culture

W elcome to this introduction to communication studies. Let’s be clear from the start:
This is our introduction to communication studies, not someone else’s. This has
some relevance for you as a reader of this book, but also of any kind of writing.

We’d like to discuss this with you because we’d prefer our first contact with you, our reader,
to be, to the extent we’re able, honest and direct. This is our introduction to communication
studies. As such, it contains the values, theories, and perspectives that we think are important
for students as they encounter, often for the first time, the academic study of communication.
Please know that this textbook, like any textbook, is partial, is incomplete, and has an agenda
to put you in dialogue with what we believe are some of the more important and useful theo-
ries and concepts currently shaping the field of communication.

As you will discover in this book, there are many different ways to talk about what counts as
communication studies and what’s important to that field of study; different people would have
you understand the history, concepts, and value of communication studies differently. You
would be wise to remember that we’re framing these issues and ideas from the outset because we
do have an agenda; all our experiences, our lives, our research have led us to this point, to how
we’ll work together to better understand communication and why it matters.

We hope that as you read this book, you will see it as a different kind of textbook. We have
tried to avoid making concepts seem like they are “objective,” as if everyone agrees about what
these concepts mean and why they matter. We see the field as anything but neutral—as in all

In this chapter, we will work together to:

• Identify central concerns of communication study from a critical perspective

• Begin critical interrogation of communication phenomena

• Explore how communication is linked to culture and power

• Distinguish between communication as representation and communication as
constitution

• Define public advocacy and explore how to build a message for an audience
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disciplines, or academic fields of
study, scholars (researchers and
teachers) struggle over what counts
as important communicationknowl-
edge. We think it’s dangerous to
pretend these disagreements don’t
exist; we share these struggles with
you so you can exercise your own
judgment in the face of our (and
other scholars’) agendas, perspec-
tives, and theories. Therefore, we
take our content and language
choices very seriously in this book
because language isn’t neutral or
transparent (and neither are our
choices over what material to include
or exclude). Language shapes what
we can think about or do in the
world.

What we’d like to do here is
create something like a dialogue

with you. We’ll almost certainly fail in this effort—textbooks being
what they are—but we hope to create, in the pages that follow, situa-
tions, contexts, and moments for you to engage, explore, and question.
We ask that you read these pages vigilantly; you have to hold us
accountable, but you have to hold yourself accountable as well. We
write from our own investments, our own values, and our own inter-
ests; reflecting on your own investments, values, and interests will not
only help you find where we’ve missed something important but also
help you determine how what we have to say is meaningful to and for
you. In this sense, we hope this can be a dialogue. And, should you wish,
you can contact us. John’s email is jtwarren@siu.edu; Deanna’s email

is Deanna.Fassett@sjsu.edu. We welcome the chance to make good on our offer for this to be
a dialogic experience if you would like it to be.

We are very excited to be on this journey with you. There are so many questions to ask and
answer and ask again. Like you, we have had all sorts of questions about the world and our places
in it: Why do our relationships with friends, family, and loved ones change? Why do we become
the men and women that we become? How is it that we can be moved—or manipulated—by
people, whether politicians or teachers or salespeople? Why are we suspicious or afraid of others?
How do our suspicions turn harmful, as in racism or homophobia or other forms of hate? How is
it that we can, even without meaning to, cause harm to people we may love, may depend on, may
treasure? When other people hurt us, how do we respond? Who has power? What’s the difference
between power and responsibility and respect? How do we learn to work with one another? How
do we live or cope with conflict? These are questions we grapple with all the time; these are all
questions of communication.

Sometimes we get carried away, caught up in our stories of why we are here, caught up in our
passion for what we do and what we think it means for us and for other people. It’s likely we’ll get
carried away more than once in this book—we hope you don’t mind. In fact, we hope that when
we do, you’ll help us—that you’ll ask why we might get lost in the moment, why we might be
advocating what we are advocating or arguing what we are arguing. We also hope that you keep

We see the field as anything but
neutral—as in all disciplines, or
academic fields of study, scholars
(researchers and teachers) struggle
over what counts as important
communication knowledge. We
think it’s dangerous to pretend
these disagreements don’t exist.

In our everyday lives, we have choices about whether to reach out to another
or keep to ourselves. What choices do you make and how do you understand
their consequences?
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us honest—that you ask the questions that make us pause and reflect on our own blind spots.
Passion and self-interest are important, but only if they invite collaboration; what good is getting
carried away if no one comes along for the ride?

Maybe we can agree to compromise, to meet each other half way between our writing and
your reading. As we’ll argue here, communication is less about the “whats” (like: what is com-
munication, what are its parts, what are the definitions that follow boldface words?) and more
about the “hows” (as in: how does communication work, how does it constrain and also poten-
tially liberate us, and how can we communicate across seemingly impossible divides in ways that
provide hope?). To this end, we will try to engage in debate and ask questions that open up dia-
logue rather than shut it down. It is not our intention, nor our desire, to tell you what to think
about the world. We’d note here that, like you, we have the right to stand by our convictions—
as long as those convictions don’t erase the possibility for yours. Further, we promise to repre-
sent “facts” about communication—how it works and to what ends we can or do use it—as in
progress, as emergent, as built through consensus and communication with others. We do so
because we hold a particular perspective on communication, one that derives from critical or
social justice-oriented approaches to theory. To this end, we will own and admit where terms and
ideas come from, providing the theoretical and historical background for these concepts as best
we can. We will also, in generating the basis for our dialogue, be as honest about our limitations
as we can. This is our responsibility.

But we need you to compromise as well . . . This book works only if we all agree to find spaces
to dialogue, spaces where we can engage these ideas with curiosity, healthy skepticism, energy,

and passion. To do this, you will have to agree to participate, to do your
part by reading and thinking about the ideas addressed in this book.
Your teacher would, we bet, love for you to come ready to talk about
these important communication issues; s/he is here, we bet, because s/he
also cares about the ways communication theory helps her/him answer
questions s/he faces each day. Communication teachers are often the

ones who struggle with communication, in an everyday sense, the most. We turn to communica-
tion because we hope it provides answers. Often it does. But to uncover the potential of commu-
nication as a field, as a space of debate and dialogue, we need participation. You don’t have to
agree; you just have to engage. This is, we believe, your responsibility as a reader.

Together, we can work to make this experience one that matters in your life. This dialogue has
that potential, but only if you let it. We know that many books, many courses, many professors
might say this same thing. We hope here to prove it. This is our collective responsibility. We are
ready to do our part. In the rest of this chapter, we build from this glimpse into who we are and
what we value to share and develop a vocabulary and perspective that should guide you through
this book. First, we offer and define key terms that should help you as you read this book: com-
munication, critical perspective, culture, power, and public advocacy. Then, we move to examin-
ing how communication can help us do the critical work we need in order to change our world
for the better, introducing the power of communication to constitute, to build, to make our
world differently. Third, we end the chapter with what will be a recurrent conversation on how
the lessons of the chapter can help us effect change in our world through public advocacy. Each
of these advocacy sections will feature ways of communicating with the public. This particular
public advocacy section will address the power of communication to produce meaning. Taken
together, these sections will highlight the key ideas that form the foundation that supports the
rest of this book and our dialogue together.

At this point, we feel it is important to call your attention to some of the features of this
book, the added elements that, we hope, will help you explore the ideas we share here. While
we hope these features help you learn more effectively, we also hope that these features chal-
lenge or call into question in productive ways what and how you are learning. There are six
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You don’t have to agree; you just
have to engage. This is, we believe,
your responsibility as a reader.
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elements we have added to this book: (1) “guiding goals,” which identify what we see as likely
learning outcomes for each chapter—at the start of the chapter, these help you anticipate
what you can expect to learn as you engage content within that chapter; (2) boldface type
indicating key terms, those concepts that are important to the developing argument of this
book; (3) discussion questions to stimulate classroom conversation or internal reflection on
chapter content; (4) “pull quotes,” which are chunks of our writing separated or “pulled”
from the rest to highlight what may be provocative or powerful statements; (5) a glossary,
which isolates the key terms and the definitions we provide in this book and lists them in a
central location at the end of the text; and (6) photographs, which, in addition to making this
book seem inviting and interesting to read, help to support and to challenge not only the ideas
in this book, but you as readers. Taken together, these elements help to mark this as a text-
book, as a tool for your learning.

That we added these elements late in the process, after writing and revising the chapters
many times, says something about our discomfort with these features. We absolutely hope
you’ll use this book to learn about communication, culture, and advocacy, but we worry that
these features will interrupt your own dialogue with us. Boldface terms and discussion ques-
tions can help readers learn, but they also decontextualize those concepts and ideas from the
authors who share them and the argument they make; our use of boldface type risks stripping
words of the significance you, as the reader, might bring to our analysis. Please take great care
as you read—as you explore and interrogate the ideas in this writing—that the presence of
these features does not make this book seem objective or neutral. John and Deanna wrote these
words, for better and for worse, and you should not only question those words and read them
against your own experience, but you should also question all the clever features authors and
publishers assume you will need in order to learn. Are boldface terms helpful to you? Or do
they encourage you to skim a chapter in favor of the sorts of definitions that appear on exami-
nations? Do you remember the definitions more fully than you do the connections between the
concepts in the chapter? Remember, learning is not a passive process; you must work with the
authors of any writing to make meaning. What you do with any writing, including and perhaps
especially textbooks, will inevitably alter your understanding of a given issue or subject, its rel-
evance in your life, and how you share what you’ve learned. What dialogues will your reading
of this text inspire?

What does it mean to engage in dialogue with a book or with the authors of a book? How
might you ask critical questions of communication concepts and theories and what audiences
will you ask to join you in this dialogue?

DISCUSSION

The Foundations of Our Dialogue:
Terms and Common Understandings

Just like anyone writing to introduce a subject matter or field of study, we have to share and
define the information we need to understand in order to do our collective work. Before we
begin, we acknowledge here, as we promised, that our definitions and our understandings of
communication emerge from our own experiences and values. For us, the reason to study any-
thing is because when we study it, we might then be able to change it, improve it, or see it in a
new light. In other words, we believe that the reason to study communication is that, by studying



it, we might be able to make different choices. We believe that only through careful study and
critical engagement can we even hope to understand that when we communicate, we are making
choices. For instance, when we go to the corner store to buy some milk, we face a series of com-
munication choices: Do we speak to the cashier? If so, how do we do it? How do we treat her/him?

With grace and generosity? With distrust? With casual familiarity? With
an air of superiority? Do we touch her or him, stand close, provide this
person with cues that we are attentive to this moment, or do we pass
through the transaction as efficiently as possible? While none of the pos-
sibilities here (or those we forgot to mention) are necessarily bad, they
are nevertheless choices we have in that moment. It is only when we
acknowledge that there are choices present in any given moment that we
are able to make an informed choice. Informed choices mean that when
we act, we do so in a way that not only makes us happy but also enriches

our lives and the lives of others. It means we can see the patterns in how we move through the
world, and, with effort, change those patterns if we want or need. This is what it means to study
communication with attention to the possibilities for change: We call this a critical paradigm or
worldview, and it shapes not only our own lives, but also our understandings of communication
and our interactions with you.

A Critical Perspective
To be clear, a critical perspective simply means that we question and engage what we experi-
ence, never taking it for granted. Some people might think that this means being “critical,” as in
negative or harsh. However, in the sense we mean it, critical is not only about changing what isn’t
working but also about doing so in a hopeful way, in a way that imagines possibilities for growth
and renewal. To some extent, this perspective shapes what we think of “objectivity.” Generally
speaking, people don’t tend to question findings they think of as objective, like dictionary entries
or medical diagnoses or textbooks. Except, in each of these cases and others as well, people con-
structed these seemingly objective facts through communication, by debate and agreement
(whether amicable or hostile). Sometimes whether we take something for granted doesn’t have a
lot of consequence for us, such as when we agree that gravity is a fact. However, where it comes
to human beings, and to our understandings of the world, it matters very much whether we take
for granted, for example, that people with disabilities are “crippled” or that research shows us it
is safe to spray our neighborhoods with DDT or other pesticides. It is fair to say, then, that rather
than being invested in objectivity or neutrality or cold, hard facts, we are interested in careful
deliberation and consideration and, as a result, taking the sorts of actions that improve the world
and those who live in it.

As Bonnie Marranca (1985) so eloquently observes, “to live life fully is to live it as if it were an
act of criticism” (p. 11). This book is, in effect, a challenge to look at all the communication phe-
nomena in our world (anything from our own self-communication to communication with our
relational partners, within our communities, or in our collective global context) and ask the hard
questions, to appraise what is valuable and meaningful in that communication as well as to
examine the dark and painful aspects that may lie beneath it. What separates critical theory
from more traditional theory is the responsibility not just to understand something but to inter-
rogate it. As a result, we would encourage you to encounter the world through critical engage-
ment with it, by reflecting carefully about the communication you witness and asking questions
about how it came to be the way that it is, whom it benefits, and whom it (however inadvertently)
harms. These questions drive our interest in communication, and we hope that they serve as a
productive starting point for your study of communication not only during this semester but also
throughout the course of your life.

6 PART I � FIRST PRINCIPLES

In the sense we mean it, critical is
not only about changing what isn’t
working but also about doing so in
a hopeful way, in a way that
imagines possibilities for growth
and renewal.
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What does your life look like lived as “an act of criticism?” What kinds of critical questions
might you ask of this book so far? Where would you challenge our assumptions? What res-
onates for you so far?

DISCUSSION

Perhaps an example might help clarify: In our lives, in and out of classrooms, we often hear well-
meaning White people say to us about race: “I don’t even see color. Race shouldn’t matter.” Though
common, these sorts of statements are also complicated. They are, at their best, someone’s effort to
live a life where racism (and, apparently, race) does not affect her/his choices—that s/he means well.
This communication choice, the choice to say that race is unimportant—to say that s/he builds her
assessment of someone from her/his actions or character not her/his race—is often an effort to build
alliances and fight racism. Yet, this phrase is not just about someone’s intent—what s/he means to
say—but also about the effect such statements have upon those who say them, those who hear them,
and those who are named in the saying (i.e., people of color). And, that these sorts of statements
have been made before—by others, some with different intentions and agendas—means that, by fit-
ting into a particular communication pattern, these speakers are also accountable for how their cur-
rent language continues to breathe life into how others have used that phrase in the past. This
suggests an important insight about communication: If we consider communication from a critical
perspective, no one is ever really in complete control of how we make meaning or negotiate power.
In other words, our intentions and our effects may not match, nor will others necessarily understand
our intentions or our effects in the same ways we do.

This suggests that “communication” is not as simple as talking, public speaking, writing, signing,
emailing, or texting, though it could include all of these. Part of the problem is that all sorts of people

toss around the word “communication” without much regard for what it
means; a critical perspective on communication calls for a more
nuanced definition. We argue that communication is the collaborative
construction and negotiation of meaning between the self and others as
it occurs within cultural contexts. First, communication is inherently
collaborative; together, people struggle and work (sometimes reflectively
and consciously, sometimes not) to create common understandings,
beliefs, and social systems. Second, this collaboration is a negotiation—
that is, communication is not just about the speaker but also about those

who may come in contact with her/his messages (including language, sounds, gestures, and other
forms). It is worth remembering that those others may not have the same backgrounds or values,
and they may not agree; further, even if we believe our communication is harmless or inoffensive,
that same communication may have serious consequences for others. Finally, all communication
occurs within a nested, interwoven system of cultures (global, racial/ethnic, economic, sexual, gen-
dered, (dis)abled, political, religious, and so forth). For instance, language or gestures that are
appropriate in one cultural context or setting (e.g., at home, or at a hospital, or at a dive bar) might
be insulting, provocative or embarrassing in another. In this way, communication is defined and
shaped by its cultural context.

A Cultural Perspective
Our definition points to the ways communication and culture are interdependent; that is, they
depend on each other and, as a result, sustain each other. Culture, as we use it in this book, is a sys-
tem of shared meanings and assumptions that draws people together within a social context of
shared power. For instance, think about your family: Did you grow up with two parents, brothers

Communication is the collaborative
construction and negotiation of
meaning between the self and
others as it occurs within cultural
contexts.



and/or sisters? Were you an only child? Perhaps your parents divorced, and, as a result, you have
family in two or more different households? Perhaps you were raised by your grandparents?
Perhaps you have another, different story of family? Regardless, the concept of family can help us
understand the concept of culture. Most families share a system of meaning, a collective set of
assumptions or expectations (that is, rules and norms that link the members). There is also a sys-
tem of power in that grouping, even if it is not as formal as it might be in other cultures. This
power is also distributed across members (though not always equally); it is never located solely
in one member of that family. Even in very traditional family structures, each person exercises
power, even if members experience their roles as completely under the control of another.
Feminist scholars have long tried to clarify this aspect of family life, arguing that the domestic
space, while underappreciated and undervalued, has been a space controlled by women. The
kitchen, for instance, can be a powerful place where traditional masculine authority meets the
very real challenge of women’s strength and authority. Power is never a zero-sum game or an
either/or, even in the most extreme circumstances. Whether in prisons or other constraining
spaces, all people exercise power, even if those actions are seemingly small or fail to result in last-
ing change. It is also worth noting that we belong to and are shaped by (and therefore help to cre-
ate) more than one culture at a time (and sometimes these cultures are in conflict, making our
lives both more rich and more challenging).

One of the challenges of exploring communication from a critical perspective involves the
way terms and concepts overlap and are interdependent. For instance, in order to explain what’s
important about the relationship between communication and culture, we have to talk about
power; in order to explain what’s important about power, we have to address how communica-
tion and culture create power. Power, we argue, is a productive tension resulting from our dif-
ferent locations within culture. By productive tension, we mean that our heightened awareness of
power in our relationships with one another can be instructive—it can teach us about ourselves,
each other, and communication. We each occupy a variety of cultural locations. For instance,
John is a White, educated, middle-class male. Certainly, these lists could go on to include famil-
ial relationships, sexuality, citizenship status, ability, etc.; however, it is important to note that
each of these markers situates us in relation to others. For instance, given his gender, John is
often in positions of privilege culturally. At work, he can be testy, aggressive, decisive, or even
cutthroat and others will take him to be a man, a good worker, and a guy who gets things done.
However, Deanna, who is similarly White, educated, and middle class, but female, might find a
different outcome. Instead of seeing her as a good, productive, or serious worker, others might
read her testiness, aggressiveness, decisiveness, or competitiveness as “bitchy.” Even words
describing men and women who are both sexually aggressive or promiscuous have different con-
notations, situating men in much more positive terms than their female counterparts. Being
male (or female) is relevant as a cultural location because men (or women) are always seen in
relation to women (or men). In this sense, our cultural positions are always, even subtly, medi-
ated or sustained by power.

8 PART I � FIRST PRINCIPLES

Of what cultures are you a member? Where do you observe power in your cultural interac-
tions? In what cultural settings do you feel empowered or disempowered? How does this
affect others who are like you? How does this affect others who are from cultures different
than your own?

DISCUSSION

Because of the ubiquitous, and often unequal, nature of power in our culture, we take up the
question of public advocacy in this book; that is, we offer ways we might reflect upon and act out
against the injustices we see. Through public advocacy, we collaborate with others in an open



CHAPTER 1 � THINKING CRITICALLY ABOUT COMMUNICATION IN CULTURE 9

conversation wherein we reflect on our relationships with one another and work toward a
common good. In its best moments, public advocacy is a hopeful challenge, a way of engaging
oneself and one’s community that helps strengthen and improve both.

Public advocacy is not new in the United States; it is the very foundation of our democracy.
From early revolutionary heroes in our country’s history like Patrick Henry and Nathan Hale to
more modern leaders like the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. (civil rights activist), César
Chávez (migrant workers’ rights activist), Alice Paul (early suffragist), former President Jimmy
Carter (advocate for the homeless), Harvey Milk (LGBTQ activist), John McCain (advocate for
election reform), Sarah Weddington (reproductive rights activist), Bono (advocate for ending
world hunger), or former Vice President Al Gore (environmentalist), the role of public advocacy
in moving toward greater and greater equity across difference can not be denied. For instance, Al
Gore has, arguably, done more for climate change education and awareness of the dangers of
greenhouse gases as a public figure than he could have done as president. Because he is free to
speak his mind without electoral ramifications, his outspoken positions on global warming and
his film An Inconvenient Truth changed the global conversation about the role of human activity
on our planet, earning him a Noble Peace Prize in 2007. In many ways, Gore stands as a power-
ful example of how advocacy can raise awareness and prompt new collective action for the bet-
terment of us all.

Perhaps the most common complaint about today’s youth is their lack of participation in our
democracy. Repeated in the media and in the halls of our businesses, educational institutions,
and political circles, youth (in the last 30 to 40 years) have taken a bad rap for a lack of engage-
ment in the political process. However, there are multiple ways to measure activism and partic-
ipation. If we look to presidential elections, we see occasions where the youth vote has mattered

(e.g., Sen. Barack Obama’s win in the 2008 Iowa
caucus and subsequent winning of the presi-
dency in 2008); however, more often, young
voters are portrayed as unreliable (e.g., their
role in the failed 2004 John Kerry bid for the
White House against George W. Bush). Yet,
there are other ways to understand modern
public advocacy than formal electoral politics:
the growing presence of the Internet as a grass-
roots space for collective action, for instance. In
recent years, several online groups have left an
impression on the political landscape.
MoveOn.org (on the political left) and the
Christian Coalition (on the political right) have
both successfully used the Internet to gain trac-
tion and create a forum to promote their views.
While on the political extremes, these groups
show the power of using the Internet effectively
to engage new voters. This has become more
and more mainstream in recent years, as
Facebook, Twitter, and MySpace have become
common places for political leaders to gain
attention for themselves (both then-Sen.
Barack Obama and Rep. Ron Paul raised con-
siderable amounts of money using the Internet
in their 2008 presidential campaigns), and for
the issues and causes the groups these sites

Former Vice President and Nobel Peace Prize winner Al Gore
discusses the effects of climate change in his documentary An
Inconvenient Truth.
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promote. Facebook, for instance, has thousands of advocacy groups ranging from the most con-
servative to the most progressive ideological points of view.

While forms or means of advocacy have changed, the central premise of assuming a role as an
engaged citizen and advocating for the public good remains the same. To stake a claim in relation
to an issue, to advocate on behalf of oneself and others, requires careful reflection and critical
introspection. How does this issue affect you and those around you? Are you advocating for
equality and fairness? Are you dedicated to promoting healthy and affirming positions? What
happens if you remain silent on the issue? Who stands to benefit from what you are arguing for
and who stands to lose? Critical inquiry means asking complicated questions and sorting out
the implications of your in/actions. Being critical is, in a sense, being responsible (accountable
to) and response-able (able to respond) to the present as you envision a future that affirms those
around you.

10 PART I � FIRST PRINCIPLES

When you think of advocates, who springs to mind? Who do you know who engages in advo-
cacy? Who has advocated for you? How did that feel?

What types of public advocacy have you witnessed? What action(s) did you take?
DISCUSSION

Words for Change: The Power of Communication

One of the most frustrating experiences we can have as communicators is the experience of feel-
ing stuck, caught up in a flurry of words we don’t feel we can change or control. Sometimes this
happens to us during political debate: It’s limiting to feel as though we can only ever be “pro-
choice” or “pro-life,” “patriotic” or “traitorous,” a Republican or a Democrat. In these moments,

language can feel like a chokehold, something that precedes us and
defines us, making it difficult to articulate just what our relationship is to
a given idea or issue. Words can, in this sense, be like too-small hermit
crab shells: confining, rigid, and inadequate to the task; just like hermit
crabs casting off their previous homes, we’ve, as a society, taken up, tried
on, and rejected language like “crippled,” “invalid,” “handicapped,”
“idiot savant,” “deaf and dumb,” and “retarded.” This same kind of

search for meaning occurs across a broad array of different experiences, including race/ethnicity,
gender, sexuality, economic class, faith, political affiliation, age, and so forth. That we experience
frustration with labels and language suggests that communication is more than just words.

Here it may help to return briefly to our definition of communication as the collaborative con-
struction and negotiation of meaning between the self and others as it occurs within cultural con-
texts. We highlight this here to focus primarily on one word in the definition: construction. The
idea of construction is important to us as people concerned with communication. Think for a
moment about the most basic way we might use “construction,” say in building a home or a web-
site. In both instances, the use of the word points to the act of making, of putting pieces
together—such a word says, This thing, this home, this website is not complete, but rather, you
are catching a glimpse of the process. For us, this is a useful metaphor for communication
because, much like lines of data in webspinning or raw materials in building a wall or a roof,
communication is the process—the action and materials—that builds our social lives.

As a useful extension of this use of construction, consider your first day of class in this intro-
ductory communication course: Was there a syllabus? Perhaps you engaged in discussion of how
to communicate in class including rules like turning cell phones off, leaving seats near the door
for students who arrive late, or how best to contact the professor. Further, the tenor or feel of the

That we experience frustration with
labels and language suggests that
communication is more than just
words.
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class can vary tremendously. Did the teacher seem nice, friendly, helpful? Or strict, aloof, or dis-
tracted? Is this a class you wanted to take? Or are you grouped with a bunch of folk who would
rather be anywhere else? The first day is actually a powerful example of how communication
builds a social environment—the shared time on the first day sets the tone for and begins to
build the culture shared between these people in this specific classroom. In this way, communi-
cation constructs, or literally makes possible, not only the relationships in the room, but also the
ability for the teacher to teach and the learners to learn. What does this tell you about the capac-
ity for communication to matter, to make things matter?

In other words, communication is NEVER just a conduit, channel, or tool for transferring
information. Communication always produces, makes, constructs. What can make this tricky is
that the words we use to talk about communication can be misleading. We often talk about “get-
ting our message across” or “first thinking about what we want to say.” Both of these examples
suggest that communication is something that begins with an idea, which we then wrap up in

language and send to another listener. Unfortunately, this makes words
seem relatively insignificant, like interchangeable parts that can be
swapped in or out easily, when they are much more powerful. If this
were true, then what would be the harm of swapping one term for
another if they mean the same thing? This might not make a difference if
we think about “sad” and “melancholy” as terms; however, the distinc-
tion comes into sharp focus if the terms we are talking about are
“African American” and “Negro.” Certainly, the stakes are raised here

and no one can deny the ways the second of those terms is linked to a racist past that seeks to
oppress and marginalize a group of people.

Consider the following two different ways of seeing communication: communication as rep-
resentation and communication as constitution.

Communication as Representation
Communication as representation means that communication is abstract or separate from
our lives and the world around us. This perspective suggests that words represent things, that
the words we speak are a translation of our thoughts or a stand-in for things in the world; your
reception of these words is then simply a translation or decoding of those thoughts. This partic-
ular way of understanding communication describes it as something we use, like a tool we
might use to fix a broken radiator. This way of understanding communication is very common:
For instance, if you have a fight with your romantic partner, you might see yourself as using the
tools of communication to convey your concern and your desire for a mended relationship. Or,
if you have to give a sales pitch, you might see yourself as using communication (and learned
strategies) to accomplish that task. While that can feel empowering in the moment—the idea
that we can control communication, make it precise enough to say exactly what we mean—it
just isn’t an accurate way of understanding what is happening in those moments of interaction.
Not only does it fail to explain all the many different and difficult and prolonged misunder-
standings we experience in our personal, professional, and civic relationships with others, but it
also fails to acknowledge the power of language to shape us and our worlds. We don’t use com-
munication to mend our relationships or sell some product; we have to build those meanings
together, in interaction.

Communication as Constitutive
A more accurate way of thinking about these issues is to see communication as constitutive; in
other words, communication helps create us and what we think of as our realities (such as our

Communication is NEVER just a
conduit, channel, or tool for
transferring information.
Communication always produces,
makes, constructs.



social relationships, our sense of right and wrong, our belief that we can or cannot effect change
in the world, and so forth). You might choose to link “constitute,” the root word that forms
“constitution,” to that famous document on display in the National Archives in Washington,
D.C. That would be a useful connection: That document, with its Bill of Rights, helps to consti-
tute or create our government by establishing what we believe and value, as well as how we will
behave with one another in this society. Campers or ramen noodle eaters will also recognize

“constitution”: If we add water to a
given packaged meal, like soup mix,
it will become something more than
its component parts. The ingredients
blend to create a separate, new cre-
ation (something that is, ideally,
more tasty). So, while it may help us
to think of communication as a tool
sometimes, it’s more than a tool:
Communication surrounds us,
builds us, makes possible some ways
of seeing and not others, makes pos-
sible some actions and not others.
For example, think of the way your
family members tell stories about
who you are, noting your positive,
and maybe your negative, qualities.
These stories aren’t just stories—
they help strengthen and build the
relationships within the family, just
as they help shape you and your
sense of your choices. Maybe your

grandmother likes to tell you about how you always were a drama queen; maybe you embrace
that image of yourself and act accordingly, maybe you reject that image of yourself and act
accordingly, but you’re forever changed by these small, easy-to-overlook instances of commu-
nication in your life. Like the water that surrounds the fish, communication is the medium of
our lives. Communication produces meaning, relationships, and our selves and sustains all
aspects of our lives. As another example, consider what is arguably the most routine everyday
communication: Someone says hello to you. Dwight Conquergood (1983), communication
scholar, once captured it this way:

When I arrived [ . . . ] a great deal of discourse was generated to meet my special
needs as a visiting stranger for the week. [ . . . ] Time after time again kind people
came up to me and said something like this: ‘Hello, Dr. Conquergood, welcome’
[. . . ] People were not communicating to me that I was welcome as much as they
were making me welcome . . . (p. 30)

When someone greets you, how s/he says hello helps build the foundation (or, if s/he’s
unfriendly, tears apart the foundation) for the relationship you have together. Understanding
communication as constitutive means taking seriously that communicationmakesmeaning (and
doesn’t just move it around from person to person or place to place).

How we understand communication isn’t about passing a test or learning vocabulary words
like representation or constitution—it charges us with a responsibility: If our words create pos-
sibilities, if our words can effect change in the world, then we have to take them seriously. In
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We can better understand communication as constitutive by considering
what documents like the U.S. Constitution do for a people—together, these
documents constitute a country, literally and figuratively.
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this sense, it was easier to think of communication as a tool—then all we’d need to do is learn
how to say the right word at the right time to accomplish our goals. But those words aren’t
interchangeable, and they do matter. Understanding communication as constitutive means
exploring how our communication works to create and undermine power and privilege,
oppression and justice.

If we can learn how our privilege functions to enable us at the expense of others, for
example, then we can behave otherwise, we can change. For example, as White authors, we
know that our Whiteness, and the privileges associated with it, are very deeply rooted in
history and communication (McIntosh, 1997). We have role models who look like us, we have
language that situates us as powerful and “normal,” and we have had, historically, the power
to name others in light of these privileges. But even though it can seem otherwise, a person’s
skin color isn’t inevitable or natural, but created through communication. If you look at our
skin, for example, you’d figure we’re White. But the color of our skin isn’t just a matter of
genetics, it is a product of generations and generations of mating—of social rules about who
could love whom.

In what ways are the beliefs, attitudes, and values you hold communicatively constituted—a
result of the people and institutions in your life?
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John is a parent and, while he didn’t plan to do so, he partnered with someone who is also
White; given racial politics, social rules, and personal relationships, this was a likely outcome.
As a result, his children (and their physiological makeup, including their skin color) are prod-
ucts of his and his partner’s choices. So even the aspects of who we are that seem the most con-
crete or natural are built through communication.

We must, therefore, learn to adopt a critical, questioning attitude about the world around us;
those aspects of it we might think of as inevitable or natural or permanent may well emerge
from communication. And, anything we build through communication can be altered by our
communication as well. Our words are powerful, and engaging them critically and publicly with
others will make us powerful as well.



Public Advocacy: Process and Responsibilities

By way of explanation, each chapter in this book ends with a section we call “Public Advocacy.”
We have designed these sections to assist you in the creation of public messages. These mes-
sages can be anywhere: from a public blog you may write online to a public speech you may pre-

sent in this class, in your local community, or beyond. We pay careful
attention to communication across a variety of contexts—whether in
relationships, in public forae, in written documents. While these sec-
tions cannot serve as a comprehensive introduction to public speaking
(there are many, many other books that do just that), they do offer

grounded and useful ways of thinking about constructing messages. Each extends the topics we
discuss in the chapters and encourages you to build meaningful ways between what you read
here and how you use it.

Communication as Process
In this first public advocacy section, we address what the idea of communication as constitutive
means for your formation of a message. Here it’s helpful to think of communication as a process
rather than as a product. This can be challenging when even the ways we describe communica-
tion are misleading: “a miscommunication” suggests a message gone awry, “I don’t get that” sug-
gests that a message is something we can capture and hold on to, and so forth. This is why your
communication instructor is likely to fuss if you say “communications” instead of “communica-
tion”; the first suggests products, the messages themselves (like an email or a television show),
while the second foregrounds the process itself. Why make such a big deal about this distinction?
If you think of communication as a product, you tend to focus on the quality of that product and
not on the process by which it came to be. Moreover, if you think of communication as a prod-
uct, whether an essay or a speech, you tend to think of communication and learning as separate
processes. Rather than assuming that speaking or writing is a way of showing that you’ve learned
something, considering communication as a process challenges you to remember that commu-
nication itself, the speaking or the writing, is a way of learning something. As E. M. Forester
observed, “How can I know what I think until I see what I say?” (Plimpton, 1999).

What does it mean to say that communication is a process? Generally speaking, a process is a
series of stages or steps—first one thing and then another. So, for instance, when you take writ-
ing classes, you learn that there are steps in the writing process like invention or brainstorming,
drafting, revising, and editing; you may have even had assignments where one day you were sup-
posed to come up with ideas, and then on another day, you were supposed to produce a certain
number of rough draft pages.
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Think of communication as a
process rather than as a product.

What does your communication process look like? How does this look when you are trying to
write? How is it different when you are preparing to speak in public? Which strategies
or behaviors are helpful to you, and which interfere with your efforts to develop an effective
argument?

DISCUSSION

There are many different models of writing or speaking as a process, but the most basic and
common is a stage model. For example, a writing process model identifies stages the writer
moves through as s/he writes:

Invention ��Drafting��Revising��Editing��Publishing
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In understanding speech composition, this might look like:

Conversation��Performing or drafting aloud��Writing��Practice��Presentation

Different researchers describe these by slightly different names and/or they include different
stages in the process to illuminate some of the less-explored aspects of each process, like the time
you spend mulling over a given idea or assignment.

However, it is important to note that, as a creative process, communication is both idiosyn-
cratic and recursive. By idiosyncratic, we mean that the process is somewhat distinct or unique
for each of us. We may all move from idea generation to shaping and polishing the final version
of our work, but how we get there can be as unique as each of us: I might first come up with an
idea, then draft a little bit, make some changes in the language, and perform a little bit of it aloud
for a friend. While talking I might come up with another idea, add it to the first, take away some,
read it aloud, polish a bit, and then maybe discover another idea . . . You get the idea; each of us
has his or her own way of creating with words. (And this says nothing of the sudden compulsion
to clean the house or bake brownies in order to get ready to write your next speech or essay!) This
example also illustrates how the process is recursive—i.e., you bounce back and forth across

these different stages instead of moving in a lockstep way from one to
the next. In fact, a rigid or unyielding adherence to following a series of
steps in a particular order can often spell trouble for a communicator, as
it can stifle the creative process.

For instance, imagine constructing a speech about the funding of
higher education. You might be drawn to this topic because of the
decrease in state spending and the implications that might have for your
university or college (including faculty furloughs, fewer courses to

choose from, or difficulty in securing financial aid). Such an issue may be very present for you—
in fact, you may have had conversations with your professors, roommates, neighbors, friends,
and parents over this very topic. From this spark of interest and the knowledge that you are to
give a speech for other students who may be affected by this funding issue, you begin your
research, gather information, and begin to put together the parts of your speech. You may, in that
process, continue your dialogues with friends and, together with your new information, your
conversations might change, leading to changes in your speech construction. You may soon be
ready to start writing your speech, practicing how you might put these ideas into action. As the
date for your speech approaches, you might go back to your conversation partners and continue
your research, perfecting your message. Indeed, even as you present your speech, perhaps ques-
tions from the audience or the teacher might inspire new ideas or ways of thinking about your
topic. In this way, even a public speech is a process, a developmental generation of ideas that
doesn’t end even on the date of your speech.

Perhaps the most important lesson we can take from considering communication as a process
is that we learn as we communicate, not before we speak or write. This has implications for our
creative process, challenging us to be more compassionate with ourselves and our peers as we try
to articulate increasingly complex or provocative ideas. Where our work concerns writing, a
process model helps us understand and resist creative blocks; many writers often struggle
because they attempt to edit throughout the entire process, in effect self-censoring their ideas
and stifling their creativity and fluency. While it is important to remember that the writing
process isn’t a series of linear steps (most writers move back and forth and back again as they
write), it is helpful to remember that editing should be its own distinct phase of the writing
process, located near the end when the writer is shaping and polishing the final (or nearly final)
writing. Where our work considers speaking, it is important to remember, first, that conversa-
tion and oral performance as you compose are key to the creation of a vivid and compelling

Even a public speech is a process, a
developmental generation of ideas
that doesn’t end even on the date
of your speech.



presentation. Second, we would do well to remember that though talking with our friends might
be a perfect time to sort through our jumbled ideas, we ought to have practiced frequently and
fully before speaking in public.

Responsibility as Communicators
A process model also asks us to reconsider our responsibilities as communicators. When we
think of communication as a product, we tend to imagine that we might choose just the right
words to “encode” our message and “convey” it to our listeners. That perspective puts the bur-
den for effective communication primarily on the speaker, who must do her/his best to create
the most precise wording for her/his message possible; then the listener or reader must focus
carefully to “decode” or “receive” that message. Such transmission models of communication
mislead us into thinking communication is a transparent and simple process, like dialing some-
one’s phone number. Often our understandings of communication map onto our most prevail-
ing communication media innovations (Czitrom, 1983). For example, when we first
encountered the telegraph, it seemed like communication was a matter of transmitting mes-
sages. During the emergence of the telephone, scholars and individuals more fully recognized
the reciprocity of communication in the turn-taking of messages. In recent years, with the
development of the Internet, instant messaging, and other multifaceted forms of communica-
tion technology, it seems we are, as a field, better able to recognize the ways in which commu-
nication is simultaneous, complex, and always already ongoing, whether or not we’re aware of
it. These more current, more nuanced models help us understand that not only is communica-
tion not a simple process of sending and receiving messages, but also what happens when we
communicate is a collaboration, a joint effort between speaker (or writer) and listeners (or readers).
In this way, the responsibility for communication does not rest primarily with the speaker or
the listener but with both equally.
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If communication is constitutive—if our words create our worlds—then what opportunities and
challenges does that pose for you as someone who will communicate, in writing and speaking,
in public?

DISCUSSION

KEY IDEAS

Communication

Communication as constitutive

Communication as representation

Construction

Critical inquiry

Critical perspective

Cultural location

Culture

Idiosyncratic

Informed choice

Power

Public advocacy

Recursive

Stage model

System of meaning

Transmission model of communication
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ANCILLARIES

Visit the Student Study Site at www.sagepub.com/warren for these additional learning tools:

• Self-quizzes
• E-flashcards
• Video and audio links

• Full-text SAGE journal articles
• Web activities
• Web resources

Conquergood, D. (1983). Communication as per-
formance: Dramaturgical dimensions of
everyday life.” In J. J. Sisco (Ed.), Jensen lec-
tures in contemporary studies (pp. 24–43).
Tampa: University of South Florida Press.

Czitrom, D. J. (1983). Media and the American
mind: From Morse to McLuhan. Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press.

Marranca, B. (1985). Acts of criticism. Performing
Arts Journal, 9(1), 9–11.

McIntosh, P. (1997).White privilege andmale priv-
ilege: A personal account of coming to see cor-
respondences through work in women’s
studies. In R. Delgado & J. Stepfanic (Eds.),
Critical White studies: Looking behind the
mirror (pp. 291–299). Philadelphia, PA:
Temple University Press.

Plimpton, G. (1999). The writer’s chapbook: A
compendium of fact, opinion, wit, and advice
from the 20th century’s preeminent writers.
New York, NY: Modern Library.

REFERENCES




