Communication 

as Reproduction of Self vs. Ethics of Otherness *

Abstract

Contemporary technology urges us to believe that it improves communication. One result of such a belief is increased negativity towards “failure” in communication, which is cured only by more communication or by force. A second consequence is a focus on the view that language is a vehicle for transmission of thoughts and a dislocation of the view that language and communication offer opportunity for ethical manifestation. This article proposes that ethics emerges through and in language: beyond the contents delivered and the linguistic structure it enforces, language inspires the fundamental response-ability between self and Other. It is exactly in the breakdown of communication that we communicate through the ethics of a caress. The contemporary dichotomies describing communication and meaning are due to a conceptual fusion/confusion, which in its turn is due to the post-world-wars’ breathless desire for speedy progress and recovery. 

Keywords: ethics, otherness, communication, information theory, metaphor, theory of mind

1. Introduction

In his book “The Conquest of America - The Question of the Other,” Tzvetan Todorov describes the following episode: when the Spaniards reached the first lands of the New Continent they shouted from the ship to the Indians they saw on the shore: “What is the name of this land?” The Indians answered:  Ma c’ubah than, “we do not understand your language.” (Todorov, 1984: 99). What the Spaniards heard was “Yucatan” and concluded that this was the name of the province.  Unlike many other historical accounts, Todorov’s describes with great intensity a specific point in which “violence enters the picture under the cloak of innocent ignorance” (Pinchevski, 2003: 295). This meeting is a distilled metaphor of the meeting between progress and tradition, culture and nature, sameness and otherness. In the initial meeting with the Other, the Spaniards extricated the foreign and placed it in a context furnished by their own knowledge of the world. The response of the natives was taken as an answer already implied in the question; it merely mirrored what was already conceived.     

   
This example illustrates the bond between ethics and communication, which is the theme of this article. Its aim is to preempt the informational and performative aspects of communication for the ethical and address critically the ways in which speech, writing, sound, and image acknowledge or disregard otherness. I propose to view language not only as a vehicle for transmission of thought or as means of expression, but also as an ethical manifestation. Ethics emerges through and in language: beyond the contents delivered and the linguistic structure it enforces, language inspires the fundamental response-ability between self and Other. 

The ethical view calls for a reconsideration of the relationship between communication, language and responsibility. Responsibility implies both being responsible to the Other’s call and being responsible for the Other in his or her suffering and distress. It is an expression of an ethical relationship and the reaching out to alterity, beyond the self.  Communication transpiring between self and Other(s) is not only exchange of information, or participation in a discursive sphere; it is also a manifestation of the fundamental responsibility to and for the Other.  This is, according to philosophers such as Martin Buber and Emmanuel Levinas, the origin of language and communication: openness, exposure, proximity and responsibility. Response-ability, which is not based on understanding or agreement and is not even representable linguistically, is the fundamental relation and the condition for any understanding and representation.  

The ethical view also calls for a re-evaluation of “miscommunication.” A failure in communication, i.e., misunderstanding, interruption and disturbance, do not necessarily denote an ethical failure. To the contrary: if language is seen as a tool by which one might reduce the difference between self and Other, then such failure is precisely what opens up the very possibility for ethics. It is in the unsettling moment of incomprehensibility that one is exposed to the Other’s otherness with no guidance as to how to respond. 

Finally, the ethical view calls for the exploration of the place of the social and legislative communication structures. If the ethical is sought in fusion or common ground then a tragedy might take place once communication becomes a variation or reduplication of the self and thereby establishes monolog as an innate and natural form of communication.  The challenge is, then, how to retain responsibility towards the Other within social processes based on routinized behavior (cf. Martinovski, 2000).

I will first describe the inadequacy of information theory’s definition of communication within the humanities, then the limitations of the dichotomies it created and finally, draw attention to a new metaphor for communication, namely communication as a caress (Levinas, 1947).
2. Metaphors we die by

For the past 60 years the humanities have been dominated by a metaphor of communication borrowed from telephony. One of the consequences of this metaphor as applied to human interaction is growing intolerance to interpersonal differences.

The question ‘when did we start using the word communication as we do today’ brings us to the First and the Second World Wars. The technological development during, before and after the wars aimed at satisfying war purposes, one of which was communication between military units, especially secret and immediate transfer of information. At the end of the war Claude Shannon, scientist at Bell Telephone Company, formulated his mathematical theory of signal transmission aiming at maximum telephonic line capacity with minimum distortion.  

[image: image1.wmf]
Fig. 1. Shannon’s Model of Communication

(source: http://www.tcw.utwente.nl/theorieenoverzicht/index.html)
According to this model, a message begins at an information source, which is relayed through a transmitter and then sent via a signal towards the receiver. Before it reaches the receiver, the message goes through noise or sources of interference. Finally, the receiver conveys the message to its destination. Thus the whole effort of this communication model is to reduce the noise and to make the input as similar as possible to the output, despite the inevitability of interference. Noise or interference is treated as an essential but undesirable condition of the transmission i.e. communication process. Within this model, there are few very important technical concepts that need to be mentioned:

· Information as a technical term is defined as a measure of one’s freedom of choice in selecting a message; information is what is carried by the signal (sent by source) and received by the receiver (and destination).

· Uncertainty: the more uncertainty there is the least information there is. If there is no information then there is no communication.

· Predictability: the more predictable a part of a signal is the least freedom of choice there is. The more predictable a signal is the least uncertain it is but also the least information it carries.

· Noises are all the conditions, which work against predictability.

· Redundancy is the opposite of information but it works against noise.

· Efficiency: the more bits of information are sent and received the more efficient the communication is.

· Accuracy: the clearer the reception is the more information can go through.

· Fidelity is the degree of sameness between the transmitted and the received.

These are all concepts and parts of Shannon’s model of signal transmission. They are explored and studied by information theory. However, Warren Weaver, Shannon’s co-writer and a physicist at the Ford Foundation at that time, extended the meaning of communication and all the associated with it concepts listed above beyond their technological origin; an extension, which became a metaphor we still live or rather die by:

“The word communication will be used here in a very

broad sense to include all the procedures by which

one mind may affect another. This, of course, involves not

only written and oral speech, but also, music, the pictorial arts,

the theater, the ballet, and in fact all human behavior.

In some connections it may be desirable to use a still broader

definition of communication, namely, one which would

include the procedures by means of which one mechanism

(say automatic equipment to track an airplane and compute

its probable future positions) affect another mechanism

(say a guided missile chasing this airplane).”

In ‘The Mathematical Theory of Communication’, 1949.

The metaphorical extension applied the technical concept of information transfer and information loss to interpersonal cognitive/emotive communication and one of the most popular models of communication was created. It became an adequate description of the relation between a missile and a target, between a spectator and a ballet dancer, between a ballet dancer and his/her art, between a speaker and a listener! Thus studies on the model of Shannon and Weaver took two major orientations. One stressed the engineering principles of transmission and perception within the electronic sciences. The other orientation considers how people are able or unable to communicate accurately because they have different experiences and attitudes within the social sciences. Since then the communication-as-a-transmission metaphor has been only consumed and multiplied by the humanities. It continues to dominate, and in my view to confuse, the present studies within linguistics, literary theory, art theory, communication studies, ethics, etc. John Peters’ comment points out some of the devastating tendencies in Weaver’s metaphor:

“An extraordinary category, this, including music and missiles,

speech and servomechanism… Both the bomb and information

cater to a secret pleasure in possible apocalypse, the exhilaration

moderns (so used to the thrill of the new) feel in contemplating

self-destruction.” (Peters, 1999)

The definition of communication is no longer a lexicographer’s problem; it encapsulates the breathless resolution with which the post-war industrialization rushed to build a common ground for non-conflict societies: namely through more and better ‘communication’.  Let us examine that more carefully. If we analogically map the transmission model into human interaction in general then this is what we get:

1. The whole point of interaction will be to reduce the differences between the intended meaning and the received meaning. 

2. The noise here is not something external but something inside the destination, i.e. the receiving and interpreting mind.  Thus the noise is no longer on the way of the signal but is inside in the destination, which already changes the model. The distortion or change or modification of information in the process of communication is an essential characteristic of communication.  That is, the model is based on the expectation of differences, which need to be eliminated in order to increase and reach accuracy and efficiency.

3. The more the receiver influences or ‘impurifies’ the message the more uncertain the communication becomes and the least information has been exchanged. It follows that if the receiver has too much freedom in interpreting the message then he does not communicates because there is too much uncertainty in his interpretation! Language is the encapsulation of information thus it must strive for sameness of reference/meaning in order to increase fidelity, accuracy and efficiency.

4. Information is simply what is carried by the signal (sent by one mind) and received by the receivers’ ear and mind.

5. Uncertainty: the more uncertainty there is in the interpretation of language the least information there is for the beholder.

6. Predictability: the more predictable e.g. an utterance is the least freedom of choice of interpretation there is. The more predictable e.g. an utterance is the less uncertain it is but also the least information it carries.

7. Noises are all the thoughts, views, memories, emotions, media which work against predictability and thus decrease accuracy and efficiency.

8. Redundancy: the more one repeats something the less chance there is that thoughts, views, memories, emotions etc. will interfere the fidelity of the information transfer i.e. the communication.

9. Efficiency: the more words, gestures and utterances are uttered and received the more efficient the communication between people is.

10.  Accuracy: the clearer the meaning is i.e. the least memories, thoughts, ideas, other conceptualization there are in the mind of the listener the more information can go through i.e. the better the communication.

11.  Fidelity is the degree of sameness between the intended and the received meaning.
The claims from 1 to 11 describe inter-human communication according to the Shannon and Weaver’s model. To a large extend it excludes any creativity on the part of the receiver thus denies poetic and phatic functions, spiritual language, puns, etc.  It describes only the least creative aspect of language interaction, namely giving and receiving orders.  A very interesting consequence is the idea that the more one repeats the same thing to someone else the more likely it is that the listener will understand it correctly! This statement applied to all human interaction functions is rather humorous. But the idea that all thoughts, memories, ideas etc. which do not fit the intended meaning are responsible for loss of information and are interpreted as distortion is a scary statement. It eliminates the right of existence of otherness, the significance of surprise, i.e. otherness is just a noise (distortion, failure, interference, interruption) disturbing the transmission! It follows that if there is a misunderstanding the transmission has not happened i.e. communication has not been successful, has not occurred. Communication becomes almost exclusively therapeutic, its main function is to cure us from our differences i.e. from our selves and others!

This model of communication was embraced rather uncritically by all western-culture disciplines. Within linguistics, semantics was defined as the study of meaning exchange and pragmatics – the study of action coordination. Within cognitive psychology, Johnson-Laird (1990) described language communication as a process where a sender intentionally produces signal to convey info to a receiver … “and modify the behavior of the reactor”, added Krebs & Davies’s behavior ecology (1993), to which Ogden & Richards (1923) had contributed one more word: “successfully”. Even within neuro-psychology, Kimura (1993) applied the same model: interspecies’ communication is when one member of the species conveys info to another member of the species.

3. Dichotomies in communication studies

Shannon and Weaver’s definition of communication contributed to a sharper distinction between two camps holding a disfunctional dichotomy alive, namely the dichotomy of language as a vehicle for exchange of information on one hand and on the other, language as a solitary capsule. 

3.1. Exchange

According to the first view semantics is the study of reference because meaning is created by similarity of reference (Ogden& Richards, 1923). In order to understand meaning in interaction, linguists concentrated primarily on the speaker’s intention and secondarily if at all on the listener’s obligations (e.g. Austin, J.R. Searle). Utterances are mainly uni-functional and are directly dependent on the speaker’s intentions. The body is not instrumental in the understanding of the phenomenon of meaning, it is seen only as a vehicle not a constructor of meaning. Meaning is a construction of exchanged intentions. Communication thus becomes dependent on reciprocity or mutuality. The moment the mutuality condition is not satisfied this model locates a failure in communication or communication breakdown. A good example of the reciprocity condition is the earlier example of the meeting between Spaniards and Indians from Yucatan (see Section 1).

3.2. Incommunicability

The second part of the dichotomy emphasizes the presence of the communicators and the larger context, in which meaning and interaction are set (e.g. Erving Goffman, Wallace Chafe, John Gumperz, Jens Allwood, Conversation analysts). Meaning is created in the relation of signs to other signs (structuralism, Ferdinand de Saussure). Understanding is recognizing something in different contexts and occasions (which, added Derrida, are enumerable) and it is rather relative (e.g. Whorf and Sapir). This tradition prefers to study face-to-face interaction and involves embodiment into the understanding of language and interaction (e.g. Adam Kendon, Paul Ekman). Presence is seen as a particular communicative opportunity independent of the communication signs used. 

Utterances are defined as multi-functional by nature and the intentions of the speaker do not primarily define the meaning of the utterance but it is the listener who influences meaning and communication. Within this framework there are incommunicable things i.e. it is possible to not be able to communicate everything and in fact, as well known in existentialism, the incommunicable is a condition of life, the individuals are locked into their own perceptions and cognitions and are almost completely unable to communicate. They co-exist as solipsistic spheres. The preference for spoken communication and the involvement of the body in the language production/understanding and even structure are demanded by the idea of the impossibility of complete and full communication.  The incommunicable becomes a source of authenticity and identity of the self. 

3.3. No communication

As mentioned earlier, if communication is defined as exchange of information from a source to a destination which basic purpose is overcoming of interfering noise then naturally lack of communication is described as no transmission of information, that is no signal in the wire, both literary and metaphorically (e.g. due to too much interference).  Thus no transmission and exchange of information causes misunderstanding and the opposite, misunderstanding is a failure in transmission leading to communication breakdown.  This breakdown can be repaired by more communication e.g. repetition (see point 9, section 2 above). This conceptualization of communication and lack of communication urges a worried reaction to ‘lack of communication’, which is then seen as a disease, as an ill state of mind and body. This worry explains the boom of autism diagnoses given to children and adults for the last 50 years (Mesibov, Adams and Schopler, 2000). Autism was and is defined as a disease and signals an abnormal human state since communicability (as exchange of information) is the normal state of human affairs (cf. American Psychiatric Association, 1994). Incommunicability is identified with a mental and social abnormality (cf. Pinchevski, 2003, 2005; Newcomb, 1947; Galtung, 1989).

At the same time, the dichotomy leads and encourages testing of boundaries of communication with machines, aliens, animals and dead, what I would call the MAAD syndrome (also called ‘alien connection’ in Pinchevski, 2005: 34; see also Peters 1999). Within the framework “everything is communicable, one only needs to communicate it” we see humans turning to channels of communication with the dead or with aliens. The humans ‘send info’ and ‘receive info’ from the dead or the aliens or animals i.e. even the lingua is attuned to the transmission model. Machines are then the perfect communicators. 

Within the tradition, which keeps incommunicability as part of the ultimate solipsistic human condition the situation is the same: the boundaries of the incommunicable are tested even more persistently but the terms used to reflect the communication with MAAD are again borrowed from the exchange metaphor. The reason why the boundaries of life are tested even more within this framework is as Derrida and his insistence to realize ‘la difference’ pointed out This philosophical emphasis on the present urges testing of the limits of life, argued Derrida, because it is a symptom of the self-perception of a mortal, because the insistence on the present exposes our hidden dependence on the concept of death. Testing the boundaries of life is testing the boundaries mortality.

4. Dichotomies in ethics

The communication-as-transmission-and-exchange dichotomy has been also mapped onto ethics. On one hand, we have ethics defined as a discipline prescribing rights and obligations in social context where meaning is based on common reference, where mutuality is an assumed necessity, where communication is a therapeutic cure, where ethics exists only on the basis of a common ground and fails in absence of a common ground, which triggers a strong tendency towards sameness both on individual and social level. Solipsism is discharged on the basis of the possibility for mindreading (Baron-Cohen, 1995) facilitating the common ground and coordination of action is oriented towards deliberation about justice (Habermas, 1984). 

On the other hand, we have emphasis on the multi-functionality in language and interaction e.g. expressive, evocative, obligative, phatic, and poetic functions of language (e.g. Roman Jakobson, Michail Bakhtin). This tradition prefers spoken to written language and where communication is based on a pre-knowledge togetherness. Here the ethical is the I-Thou and the unethical is the I-IT (Martin Buber, 1923). The ethical openness to the other’s otherness is opposed to the unethical mechanization of the other where the ethical is the a priori responsibility for the other. This tradition is in short the hermeneutic and phenomenological trace in human thought (e.g. Martin Heidegger, Hans Georg Gadamer, Paul de Man).

5. Communication as a caress

Instead of viewing noise as negative, as an annoying interference, I suggest to see it as a positive event, as a colorful condition of communication, as a warm opportunity for a meeting with Otherness, outside or inside the self (cf. Buber, Derrida, Levinas, Peters, Pinchevski). Locked within the limits of a dichotomy, which swings us between extreme opposites, between telepathy and solipsistic relativism, between telephony and poesis, between missiles and swan lakes, we are missing the opportunity to meet each other and our own selves. 

Weaver’s grand metaphor has infiltrated the conceptualization of communication to this extend that even the incommunicable, the dead and extra-terrestrials become part of it. The postulate of the necessity of common ground turns into a destructive monster when such common ground is not found, motivating wars and violence within the communal and the individual.

“…the despair felt at the impossibility of communication…

marks the limits of all pity, generosity and love… 

But if communication bears the mark of failure or 

inauthenticity in this way,  it is because it is sought in fusion.” 

(Levinas, The Other in Proust, 1947)

Indeed, the fusion sought on conceptual, linguistic, social, ideological, political, and emotional levels is triggered by the communication-as-combat-against-noise (or interruption) metaphor. This fusion, this tendency towards sameness, caused by and resulting in irrational fear of otherness builds on the process of reduplication of the self. Sameness, in interaction, can happen only through some form of reduplication: mirroring of a signal, of a meaning, of ideas. Who and/or what is reduplicated, becomes a matter of power. Indeed, the road to order is paved with victims. Communication as exchange of information corresponds to the economy of exchange, including the circulation that involves reprisal, returning blow for blow, settling scores, vengeance. Jacque Derrida and the deconstructionists criticized the symmetry between debtor and lender, offender and offended, sender and receiver by pointing out the differences, the arbitrary semantic and institutional constructs that impose rather than reflect order.

There are plenty of socio-political examples of the application of the communication-as-information-exchange metaphor. For instance, the school reforms in homogeneous societies such as the Swedish society: when confronted with the otherness of immigration the state suddenly starts investing in common grounds without which it is assumed that communication is impossible and the state loses control. 

The international policy of the USA practices radical objectification of the Other and the entire war propaganda i.e. the processes of persuasion in the righteousness of military interventions here and there are based on the unquestioned dogma that transmission of values to other places and peoples is a legitimate and ethical thing to do. Thus the metaphor of communication as exchange and combat against ‘noise’ becomes a matter of unimaginable pain and unimaginable billions of banknotes. 

The Israel-Palestinian ‘failure in communication’ or ‘breakdown of communication’ is another example of the ‘limits of all pity, generosity and love’. 

Thus communication-as-reduplication-of-the-self crashes each time it applies, causing pain and remorse, which later translate into more reasons for further repetition, reduplication, projection of the self.  The emerging truth is as John Peters’ finely puts it:

“Communication as reduplication of the self or its thoughts 

in the other needs to crash for the resulting discovery of the other 

(besides knowing and the check on the hubris of the ego) 

is in essence the way to the distinctness of human beings. “(Peters, 1999)

Human history is sprinkled with such crashes (e.g. Todorov, 1984) into the other with or without the discovery of the Other. It is the discovery, which permits and organizes life as well as the ink sprinkled on these pages.

6. Future

The ethical turn, which this paper invites the reader to take, calls for a reexamination of traditional theoretical accounts of language and communication from an ethical perspective. Contemporary pragmatics, conversation analysis, literary theory and their application to modern interactive virtual narratives have already challenged traditional understanding of language and discourse, exposing it as logocentric (Derrida, 1982) and biased to the speaker’s standpoint.  Developments in the neuroscience prove that human brains do not perceive directly and purely (e.g. Arnold Scheibel, oral lectures, UCLA). Studies within virtual reality (VR) and artificial intelligence have important questions to put, e.g. Is reduplication of humanhood necessary for human-machine interaction? What is a simulation if the working definition of communication-as-exchange is closer to a simulation? Is a simulation of mindreading a simulation of communication? How is mortality related to communication? How is response-ability related to virtuality and simulation? Etc. 

Future development of humanitarian disciplines, including intercultural communication studies, needs a critical reevaluation of major metaphors, which at certain point tend to become influential memes. One of these metaphors is communication-as-a-transmission-and-combat-with-noise. The critique presented here aims to show and suggest that this model describes only a small subset of the most uncreative functions of human language and interaction and that it is an unsatisfactory, inadequate, and misleading description of human demands and intuitions for ethics and communication. A new metaphor for inter-human inter-cultural communication is put forward, namely communication as responsibility and meeting with the Other, communication which does not delineate limits of generosity and love, in other words, communication as a Caress.

* I am in dept to Beatriz Dorioz for her invaluable support, inspiring discussions and warm patience. This article is dedicated to Jacque Derrida, July 15, 1930 - October 8, 2004.
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