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PART I:

INTRODUCTION TO CMM
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ABOUT CMM

In this section:

» Where CMM Came From...
» What CMM is About...

» Key Concepts

» On Using CMM

» CMM as a Practical Theory

» Something of a Chart of the CMM Project
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WHERE CMM CAME FROM...

By Barnett Pearce

This is a personal story. An account from the perspective of the impersonal third-person
would be untrue. That's not how it happened.

I think that | am the first person ever to use the awkward phrase "coordinated
management of meaning." Of course, tones of voice are often more informative than the
verbal content of what is said, and struggle and frustration were expressed in the tones of
voice in which "CMM™" was first said. For years, | had been trying to bring together what
I was learning from social science research, rhetorical studies, philosophy, theology, and,
in my father's term, the "School of Hard Knocks." I felt that most of the models of
communication that | knew were useful but that all were limited and limiting in some
important ways, and that | had to invent something that was better.

My commitment to this struggle derived from a commitment | made in a particular social
context. | had a crisis of confidence. Just days after receiving my Ph.D in August, 1969, |
stood in front of a Freshman-level class in communication at the University of North
Dakota. | was acutely aware of a conflict about what should be my role in the class
(reporter of knowledge in the literature or facilitator of my students' learning) and what
should be the content of the syllabus. I was torn between opposing ethical imperatives.
My internalization of the ethics of science (in my dissertation | had, after all, done a
stepwise regression analysis!) required me not to go beyond the data of empirical
research. Following this ethic, I should restrict myself (such was the dominant discourse
of the era) to propositions whose operational definitions had survived empirical tests.
Whatever else | might have thought about it, | was keenly aware that following the
scientific ethos would produce a series of lectures that were very thin and narrow in their
content but “certain” in their tone. On the other hand, the ethics from my humanistic
training (after all, 1 had majored in philosophy, studied theology and social ethics, and
served as a minister in my first career) impelled me to draw on all that | had learned to
produce a richer, wider, and much more tentative curriculum.

I "resolved" the issue by going with the wider humanistic curriculum, while making an
explicit although private commitment to contribute to the "literature™ of empirical
scholarship so that it would be more adequate for teachers of courses like mine. In one
sense, my commitment to research and theory-building that led to CMM was the payment
of the debt that | owed those students in North Dakota for "going beyond the data" when
trying to facilitate their learning.

As | write this, | realize that in one way, | have failed to live up to this promise. My
contributions, such as they might be thought to be, have included a critique of and
development of an alternative to the positivistic literature that | felt was too limited. |
came to believe that "more research” in the same vein did not necessarily produce more
knowledge.
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Anyway, four years later, in the summer of 1973, |1 was camping with a group of friends
in a state park in Kentucky. While sitting around the campfire, we talked about the life
projects that we were working on. When my turn came, | said that | was trying to find a
way of integrating the several things that I knew about communication. (I had in mind the
various paradigms of research and thinking that were represented in the literature.) "Well,
what is it that you know?" someone asked. | understood that the questioner’s curiosity had
less to do with the professional literature and more to do with communication per se, and
I chose to shift conceptual gears and answer the question. As | did, some things fell into
place. Communication is about meaning, | replied, but not just in a passive sense of
perceiving messages. Rather, we live in lives filled with meanings and one of our life
challenges is to manage those meanings so that we can make our social worlds coherent
and live within them with honor and respect. But this process of managing our meanings
is never done in isolation. We are always and necessarily coordinating the way we
manage our meanings with other people. So, I concluded, communication is about the
coordinated management of meaning.

In retrospect, I'm somehow comforted that CMM first emerged in conversation, and that
the formulation of the theory was a response to a question from a friend.

In publications that appeared in 1974 and 1975, | used the phrase CMM as an "ancestral
term" for a synthesis of the best ideas | could find about human communication. This
work was more synthetic than innovative. That is, it was what | have learned since to call
bricolage: putting together something new out of bits and pieces of other things. In 1976,
Vern Cronen asked if he could use the term CMM in a paper he was doing; explaining
that it seems to fit. This began a collaboration that continued for nearly two decades. At
first, Vern brought into CMM his interest in Kelley's constructivism and his greater
expertise in intellectual history and social science research methods. After awhile, it
became difficult to distinguish what each of us brought to the development of CMM. The
period from 1975 to 1985 was very exciting. Vern and | team-taught at least one graduate
courses a year, and these were the sites of creativity as well as more conventional
learning. On more than one occasion, the students would send us from the room with the
instructions to work out our ideas before coming back! We relished visits from other
professors. | vividly remember a visitor who lectured about his current interest. Vern and
I took him to lunch and, as he put it afterwards, we developed, tested and rejected half a
dozen theories.

CMM developed in conversation. Often these conversations were face-to-face;
sometimes they occurred in written form. One face-to-face example led to our confidence
insisting that conversations are nonsummative products of the persons who participate in
them. We had a visiting lecturer who was arguing for a Cartesian individualism, arguing
that if we knew enough about the individuals in a conversation, we could predict,
describe, and explain the patterns of conversations in which they engaged. Stimulated by
the extent to which I disagreed, while he was speaking, | developed the "coordination
game" featuring an artificial language for conversation. A written example occurred very
early on. In 1972, Don Cushman and Gordon Whiting wrote a very interesting paper
about a rules approach to communication theory. | wrote a reply that both agreed with
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and suggested some extensions of it. The day my reply appeared in print, Don called me
and, in his inimitably gentle way, demanded to know who | was and what | was up to.
This led to several visits between us and to the publication of our paper on "Generality
and Necessity" in social theory, which showed that forms of social theory other than the
nomothetic-deductive model were possible. Vern Cronen was distressed by the paper and
teamed up with Les Davis to write a critique. Don and | disagreed about the value of the
critique and, since Vern and I were then working at the same institution, the University of
Massachusetts, we discussed the issues and wrote the paper on "logical force."

CMM has continued to develop in conversation. Some of the most important
conversations have included our engagement with family therapists (Karl Tomm,
Gianfranco Cecchin, Luigi Boscolo, Peter Lang, Martin Little, Alan Holmgren, Dora
Schnitman, Laura Frugeiri and others), mediators (Janet Rifkin, Howard Gadlin), social
constructionists (Ken Gergen, John Shotter), and philosophers of science (Rom Harre).
The literatures with which CMM engages has also changed over the years. We've given
up trying to talk in the language of positivist social science, having learned that it is
impossible to say what CMM says in that language (and thanks to Jim McCroskey for
help in making that discovery). We've learned to speak in ways informed by
anthropology (there's a lot of Clifford Geertz in CMM), Wittgenstein, developmental
psychology, and conflict resolution. We've brought more history, cultural studies,
intercultural studies, and sociology into our discourse.

In many ways, CMM is a sustained attempt to work out borrowed ideas that are scarcely
new. In 1978, | invited graduate students and faculty to join me in collaborating on theory
construction. | explained my purpose and frustrations this way:

"The conventional wisdom is that ‘more research needs be done.' |
disagree. I think that thinking, specifically good thinking, must precede more
research or that research may well be wasted effort. But the problem is that | am -
- and our discipline is -- unaware of/unable to use/negligent in the employment of
the tools of thinking.

Having decided that one wants to do things with ideas is only the first
step. The question is, how? As an old foreman | once worked under said, 'you
can't do good work without good tools.'

So | propose to read and discuss the potential implications of a variety of
ideas and analytic methodologies. Because, dammit all, we are still living in the
shadow of big ideas which have been poorly digested and are even then
revolutionary in their impact. Whitehead wrote about "process™ about the turn of
the century; Berlo played with the concept and then fumbled it in 1960; Smith
lamented our inability to do research consistent with it in 1973; and we still do
not know how to do theory based on "processual’ concepts. And Whitehead and
Russell in 1898 and Wittgenstein in 1918 wrote about the reflexive problem in
language and it wasn't until the 1950's that Bateson and 1967 that Watzlawick,
Beavin and Jackson introduced the idea to communication theory, and we still
haven't built hierarchically-structured theories."

This group met every second week to discuss "tools"” from analytic philosophy
(truth conditions and felicity conditions in the work of Searle, Austin and Wittgenstein)
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and logic (modal logics, deontic logic, field-dependent logic, and a calculus of self-
reflexivity in the work of Toulmin, von Wright, G. Spencer Brown and Varela). Our
agenda included the notion of process (Whitehead), rules (Kant, Toulmin, Harre),
systems (von Bertalanffy, Koestler, Buckley), hierarchy and paradox (Wittgenstein,
Whitehead and Russell, Bateson), information processing (Schroeder, Driver and
Streufert; Kelley), education and learning (Bruner), and theory-building and modeling
(Harre).

Looking at this document twenty years later, | note:

¢ The pace of technological change: it was written on a typewriter and copied on a
mimeograph machine. The schedule of our meetings was reproduced on ditto paper.
(Will a fellow geezer kindly explain these technologies to the youngsters among us?
Thanks!)

¢ The fact that twelve people actually showed up, and about nine continued to meet
during the semester (the document concluded with this invitation: "Graduate students
-- enroll in a one-hour independent study, and work harder than you ever will before
or since for one credit. Faculty: be masochistic.")

¢ That none of the ideas we were wrestling with was "new" even then; we saw
ourselves as belatedly applying them and using them to build communication theory

¢ That some of the important ideas in CMM today were not on our list, including social
constructionism, narrative approaches of social theory, cultural studies (in their
broadest sense), and conflict resolution
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WHAT CMM IS ABOUT...

"...communication theory, | came to believe, must deal with what it means to live a life,
the shape of social institutions and cultural traditions, the pragmatics of social action,
and the poetics of social order.” (Communication and the Human Condition, 1989, p. xvi)

Ultimately, CMM is a way of thinking about ourselves. Its ultimate questions are "who
are we?" and "how shall we live?"

However, CMM neither starts at such a high level of abstraction nor stays there. CMM
focuses on the patterns of communication in which we participate. It attempts to describe
them, explain how they are co-constructed, and intervene to create "better" patterns of
communication. Most specifically, it is about the process (and thus only secondarily
about the "products™) by which we make the events and objects of our social worlds —
selves, relationships, organizations, cultures, episodes, etc.

CMM focuses on communication because communication is the primary social reality.
Communication processes constitute our knowledge of ourselves and of the world in
which we live; patterns of communication shape the persons that we are and the quality
of our lives. In a CMM-ish perspective, the events and objects of our social worlds are
"made" in social processes of naming, calling, and interacting.

This "social constructionist™ perspective stands in sharp contrast with an "objectivist"
approach that would look at personalities, organizations, and events as "found" things.
Obijectivists have to find a way of overcoming all the potentially biasing and distorting
factors that humanity brings. They hope to find a way of seeing the events and objects of
the world clearly "through™ the language, assumptions, and social and political contexts
in which their "looking" takes place. CMM believes that the objectivist task is misguided
hard -- it is in principle and in practice impossible.

CMM foregrounds specifically those processes that the objectivists attempt to avoid.
Patterns of communication are the sites in which we live, move and have our being, and
the characteristics of these patterns provide affordances and impose constraints on the
kinds of persons that we are.

In Communication, Action, and Meaning, Pearce and Cronen posed three "theorems of
wonder.” As wonder about anything is extended and empowered, we claimed, it
necessarily becomes aware of its own limits and its own techniques. For example,
stargazing necessarily incorporates the arts of glass-grinding (and now photography,
infrared sensing, and orbital mechanics); contemplation of the world inside a grain of
sand necessarily incorporates microscopy, chemical analysis, atomic and subatomic
physics. As a result, the attempt to "extend" wonder to the events and objects of our
world inevitably and, by now, unsurprisingly, becomes reflexive.

In an ironic variation of the Greek adage that "man is the measure of all things," we have
come to realize that human characteristics inevitably shape our knowledge of all things.
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And the most human of human characteristics is that we are involved in patterns of
communication with each other and with the animate and inanimate objects among which
we live. We use language; we live in constant patterns of call-and-response; we perceive
within frames or contexts; etc.

But who is this "we" who perceive the world? Whatever answer to this question that
might satisfy us, it is clear that "we" are both product of as well as producer of the
patterns of communication in which we live.

> Descartes claimed that "I think, therefore | am."

» Ken Gergen suggested that he should have said, "I communicate, therefore |
a.m.ll

» Vern Cronen made a more radical suggestion: "We communicate, therefore
we are."

It is no longer unusual to claim that our knowledge of reality is mediated by language, or
even that our use of language is fateful in shaping our perceptions, relationships and
organizations. CMM takes an extreme position among its intellectual cousins, however,
by claiming there is a reciprocal, causal relationship between forms of communication
and ways of being human.

"Starting with the premise that we live in communication, this book claims that persons
who live in various cultures and historical epochs do not 'merely’ communicate
differently but experience different ways of being human because they communicate
differently. At this point, I try to outflank Marx in much the same way that he claimed to
have turned Hegel on his head: rather than arguing whether 'infrastructure™ determines
"superstructure™ or vice versa, | claim that both are part of a coevolutionary process
whose ontological substance consists in the aggregate of (often mundane) communication
actions. The driving force of history -- it seems to me incontestable -- is the way that
persons speak, listen, posture, strike, ignore -- and the like -- among themselves. This
includes, of course, the hand that rocks the cradle as well as the finger on the button that
starts World War 111; it includes patterns of honesty and politeness as well as agreements
about the distribution of wealth and power; and it includes praying congregations as well
as marching armies, spending consumers and unionized workers." (Communication and
the Human Condition, 1989, p. xvii)
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KEY CONCEPTS

Coordination: the process by which persons attempt to call into being conjoint
enactments of their stories about what is good, desirable, and/or expedient, and to
prevent the conjoint enactments of their stories of what is bad, ugly, and obstructive.
Coordination is the way we "fit" our actions into those of other people to produce
patterns. It does not necessarily entail understanding or agreement with others, or that we
like or want the patterns that we produce.

Note that the emphasis is on what we conjointly create when our actions join together.
Whether we are aware of what we are producing and the extent to which we are acting
intentionally are variables. One of the purposes of CMM is to enable people, individually
and collectively, to be able to produce "better" patterns of communication. For example,
the social and material conditions of contemporary society make some venerable forms of
conflict resolution too costly; one of the "agendas” for us as a society is to learn how to
produce -- and institutionalize the means of production of -- better ways of handling
conflict. This is the context for some of our current emphasis on "public dialogue.”

The Management of Meaning or Coherence: the process by which we tell
ourselves (and others) stories in order to interpret the world around us and our place in
it. Coherence is achieved by telling stories about ourselves, individually and collectively,
about the world around us, and about the nature of answers to questions like these.
"Nothing passes but the mind grabs it and looks for a way to fit it into a story, or into a
variety of possible scripts™ (Morton, 1984. p. 2).

Note that we are simultaneously meaning-makers (in a world the substance of which is
stories) and actors (in a world the substance of which is events). These cannot be
separated but neither are they the same thing. We always live in the tension between the
stories we "tell" ourselves and others and the stories we "live™ with others. This tension is
the source of much of the joy and pain of human life; the mother of countless dramas.

Mystery: the recognition that the world and our experience of it is more than any of the
particular stories that make it coherent or any of the activities in which we engage. This
is not to argue, as George Steiner does, that there is "a small, queer margin at the very
top" of "truth and realness” that is the only thing that cannot "be housed inside the walls
of language.” Rather, it is to recognize that the creative power of language is a two-edged
sword. In creating one picture of reality, for instance, it predisposes us to see reality in
that way rather than in all the other ways in which we might have seen it; in interpreting
our motives for acting in one way, we obscure all the other ways in which we might have
understood the event.
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This insight is perhaps best expressed in a very old wisdom book, the Tao Te Ching. See
particularly the fourth line in the first stanza.

1

The way that can be described is not the eternal Way.
The name that can be named is not the eternal Name.

That which cannot be named is the eternal reality.
Naming is the source of all particular things.

* * * * * * * *

2

When some things are called beautiful, other things become ugly.
When some things are called good, other things become bad.

Being and nonbeing create each other.
Difficult and easy support each other.
Long and short define each other.
High and low depend upon each other.
Before and after follow each other.
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ON USING CMM...

CMM has been used:

As a means of understanding particular conversations

As a means of understanding recurring patterns of communication

As a guide for intervening in unwanted and unproductive patterns of communication
As a way of understanding what it means to live a life, be a person, and act into
situations

As a guide for research

As a guide for consulting with families, organizations, governments and schools

As the basis for teaching and coaching skilled practice

As a way of thinking through complex and interesting situations

* & o o

* & o o

This list is partial and unfinished. We're glad that CMM is sufficiently "alive™ that the list
of uses continues to grow.

CMM is a "practical theory™ (see the following section). That means that it coevolves
with various forms of practice. To say that it coevolves is to make several claims all at
once:

¢ It changes over time (some textbook writers complain about and criticize it for not
being more constant -- there is an important assumption about the nature of
knowledge behind that criticism)

¢ It "learns” from the practices that it interprets or guides

¢ Itis useful only to the extent that it is in close contact with practice (some academics
fault CMM because it does not stand away from practice to predict and/or explain --
and there is another important assumption about the nature of knowledge embedded
in this criticism)

CMM is a language for talking about social interaction. It is not a series of propositions,

theorems (like the claim that parallel lines will never meet) or equations (like e=mc?). It

is more a set of concepts, terms, diagrams and the like with which to think than it is a set
of truth-claims to think about.

Like any language, it is hard to draw sharp boundaries that distinguish what is "in" and
what is "outside™ the language. It is a living language. As such, it invents new words; it
contains idioms because of historical circumstances; and it is inconsistent. We take its
fluidity and inconsistency as a virtue because, as Philip Wheelwright once put it, "if
reality is largely fluid and half-paradoxical, then steel nets are not the best thing for
taking samples of it."
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CMM AS A "PRACTICAL THEORY," OR, WHAT
CMM TRIES TO DO...

Kurt Lewin once said that there is nothing so practical as a good theory. Perhaps he was
right, but if so, his often-quoted dictum begs the question of what is a “good theory.”

This century has seen both the rise and the transformation of the discipline of the
philosophy of science. One aspect of these developments is the recognition that there are
many standards for what constitutes a good theory.

Some folks, such as Ludwig Wittgenstein and John Shotter, resolutely resist any attempt
to systemize their work. For example, Shotter calls for “a toolbox of concepts” and a
“sensibility” rather than anything resembling a “theory.” On the other hand, most social
theorists still work with the presumption that a good theory is identified with propositions
sufficiently general to describe “necessary” relationships among a large class of
variables. CMM is criticized by both groups, on the one hand as having too much
structure and on the other has having too little!

CMM is best understood as what Aristotle called “praxis.” To adapt to contemporary
language uses, and to include post-Aristotelian developments, we call CMM a “practical
theory.” Here are some of the characteristics of practical theory:

1. Practical theory is concerned with the way embodied persons in a real world act
together to create patterns of practice that constitute their forms of life.

2. A practical theory provides an evolving grammar for a family of discursive and
conversational practices. The grammar of practical theory should be internally
consistent and defensible in light of data.

3. These practices constitute a family of methods for the study of situated social action
wherein professionals join with participants and clients. As such, practical theory
respects the centrality of the grammatical abilities of persons in conjoint action.

4. Practical theories are assessed by their consequences. They are developed in order to
make human life better. They provide ways of joining in social action so as to
promote
(a) socially useful description, explanation, critique, and change in situated human

action; and
(b) emergence of new abilities in all parties involved.

5. A practical theory coevolves with both the abilities of its practitioners and the

consequences of its use, thus forming a tradition of practice.

(Source: Vernon E. Cronen, “Practical Theory and the Tasks Ahead for Social
Approaches to Communication,” pp. 217-242 in Wendy Leeds-Hurwitz, ed. Social
Approaches to Communication. New York: Guilford, 1995.)
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SOMETHING OF A CHART OF THE CMM
PROJECT

This is a partial, selective list of references organized around "phases” of the CMM
project.

First Phase: (1973-1980): Theory Building

In this phase, we synthesized concepts, sifted through what we found and created so that
some ideas became central and others peripheral. Our primary conversation partners were
""social scientists” in communication, psychology, and sociology, and philosophers of
science. Two questions informed our work:

> "If we had a theory of communication, what would it look like?"

> "In what language can we answer the question, ‘why did she or he do that'?"

Metatheoreticial Concerns:

Donald P. Cushman and w. Barnett Pearce, "Generality and Necessity in Three Types of
Theories, with Special Attention to Rules Theories,"” pp. 173-182 in Communication
Yearbook I. New Brunswick: N. J. : Transaction Press, 1977, Brent Rubin, Ed.

Theory/Research Development

W. Barnett Pearce, Vernon E. Cronen, and R. Forrest Conklin, "On What to Look at
When Studying Communication: A Hierarchical Model of actor's Meanings,"
Communication, 4 (1979), 195-220.

Vernon E. Cronen and W. Barnett Pearce, "Logical Force in Interpersonal
Communication: A New Concept of the 'Necessity' in Social Behavior,” Communication,
6 (1981), 5-67.

W. Barnett Pearce, "The Coordinated Management of Meaning: A Rules-Based Theory
of Interpersonal Communication,” pp. 17-36 in Explorations in Interpersonal
Communication. Beverly Hills: Sage, 1976. Gerald R. Miller, Ed.

W. Barnett Pearce and VVernon E. Cronen, Communication, Action and Meaning: The
Creation of Social Realities. NY: Praeger, 1980.

Second Phase: (1980-1995) Sustained Research Projects

The second and third phases were conducted simultaneously. During these fifteen years,
we explored a wide range of topics, some in more detail than others.
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Therapy

Peter Lang, Martin Little, and VVernon Cronen, "The Systemic Professional: Domains of
Action and the Question of Neutrality,” Human Systems, 1 (1990), 39-55.

Vernon E. Cronen and W. Barnett Pearce, "Toward an Explanation of How the Milan
Method Works: An Invitation to a Systemic Epistemology and the Evolution of Family
System,"” pp 69-94 in Applications of Systemic Family Therapy: The Milan Approach.
London: Grune and Stratton, 1985. David Campbell and Rosalind Draper, Eds.

Intercultural Communication

Vernon E. Cronen, Victoria Chen and W. Barnett Pearce, "The Coordinated Management
of Meaning in Intercultural Communication: A Critical Theory in the Pragmatic
Tradition,” pp 41-65 in Theories in Intercultural Communication. Beverly Hills: Sage,
1988. Y. Y. Kim and William Gudykundst, Eds.

W. Barnett Pearce and Kyung-wha Kang, "Conceptual Migrations: Implications of
‘Travellers' Tales' for Communication Theory," pp 20-41 in Intercultural Communication
Theories. Beverly Hills: Sage, 1988. William Gudykundst and Y. Y. Kim, Eds.

W. Barnett Pearce, "Intercultural Communication and Multicultural Society: Implications
for Communication Teaching and Research,” Teoria Sociologica, 3 (1994), 46-62.

Conflict/Dispute Resolution

Jonathan G. Shailor, Empowerment in Dispute Mediation: A Critical Analysis of
Communication. Westport: Praeger, 1994.

Jonathan H. Millen, "The Social Construction of Blame: A Mediation Case Study,"
Human Systems, 2 (1992) 199-216.

Sally A. Freeman, Stephen W. Littlejohn and W. Barnett Pearce, "Communication and
Moral Conflict," Western Journal of Communication, 56 (1992), 311-329.

Stephen Littlejohn, Jonathan Shailor and W. Barnett Pearce, "The Deep Structure of
Reality in Mediation," pp. 67-83 in New Directions in Mediation: Communication
Research and Perspectives. Thousand Oaks: Sage, 1994. Trish Jones and Joseph Folger,
Eds.

W. Barnett Pearce, Stephen W. Littlejohn and Alison Alexander, "The New Christian
Right and the Humanist Response: Reciprocated Diatribe,"” Communication Quarterly, 35
(1987), 171-192,
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National Development

Uma Narula and W. Barnett Pearce. Development as Communication: A Perspective on
India. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1986.

Forms of Communication

W. Barnett Pearce, Communication and the Human Condition. Carbondale: Southern
Illinois University Press, 1989.

W. Barnett Pearce, "Achieving Dialogue with 'the Other' in Postmodern Society," pp. 59-
74 in Beyond Agendas: New Directions in Communication Theory and Research.
Westport: Greenwood, 1993. Philip Gaunt, Ed.

Public Discourse

Robert J. Branham and W. Barnett Pearce, "Between Text and Context: Toward a
Rhetoric of Contextual Reconstruction,” Quarterly Journal of Speech, 71 (1985), 19-36.

Robert J. Branham and W. Barnett Pearce, "A Contract for Civility: Edwards Kennedy's
Lynchburg Address," Quarterly Journal of Speech, 73 (1987), 424-443.

Michael Weiler and W. Barnett Pearce, Eds. Reagan and Public Discourse in America.
Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1992.

W. Barnett Pearce, "Public Dialogue and Democracy,"” video, Loyola University Chicago,
1994,

Third Phase (1980-1995) Conceptual Development

This phase is simultaneous with the second. In it, we changed some of our conversation
partners. We no longer tried to explain our theory to those who interpreted "social
science™ narrowly. Our work was subtly revised by taking on board conversational duties
with Wittgenstein, systemic practitioners, narrative theory, deconstruction, and critical
theory.

Reflexivity/Loops/Further Development of Systemic Ideas

Vernon E. Cronen, Kenneth Johnson and John Lannamann, "Paradoxes, Double Binds
and Reflexive Loops: An Alternative Theoretical Perspective,” Family Process, 20
(1982), 91-112.
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Fourth Phase (1995-present) Praxis

In this phase, we are working as scholar-practitioners.
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FOREGROUNDING COMMUNICATION

Not everyone "gets" CMM. Said another way, there are certain assumptions that make
CMM seem reasonable and useful, and other assumptions that make it seem ... well, not
something that repays the effort to learn.

To understand CMM, you simply must see that it foregrounds communication per se as
an object of study. To "foreground” communication means to look "at" patterns of
communication, not "through" them to that which they refer. It is to take the structure of
communication patterns as having consequences for those who produce and are in them.
It is to see the events and objects of our social world as "made™ by patterns of
communication and, simultaneously, as "making" those who produce them. It is to see
communicating as actions that are real.

To some extent, this understanding of communication is like seeing the point of a joke or
being grasped by the power of a metaphor. That's why we used the term "gets" in the first
sentence. Before going farther into this book, it is important to grasp this perspective.

In this section:

» Looking at Communication; not through it

» Concepts of Communication
o Transmission and Creating Social Worlds: Two
Concepts of Communication
o Naming, Using, and Calling: Three Concepts of What
We are Doing When We Make an Utterance

» Person Positions Within a Deontic Logic
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LOOKING "AT" COMMUNICATION, NOT
"THROUGH" IT

This is a meditation on the simple act of Thomas, who says in some specific instance,
"That's true!" The purpose of the meditation is to show how CMM foregrounds
communication.

First note that the content of what Thomas said ("That's true") is itself not a part of the
grammar of CMM. CMM is not a metaphysic or an epistemology. However, it has quite a
lot to say when someone, in a particular situation, says "That's true."

A common way of understanding Thomas' statement (and one that is not a CMM-ish
perspective) would be to look through Thomas' statement to the object or relationship
that he is affirming as "true." Using this approach, the vocabulary for responding to
Thomas would be to pronounce his statement as "true™ or "false™ or to indicate whether
we "agree" or "disagree"” with him. The assumption here is that we can and should look at
that to which he is referring and make our own judgment. But doubts arise: are we
"really" looking at the "same" thing? His perspective is different from ours, and we know
that this makes a difference. We know of a Zen garden in which there are ten large,
ornamental stones cleverly arranged so that nine are always in sight, no matter where you
are in the garden -- but not the same nine. How many things are occluded from our vision
because of our perspective? Are the nine stones that we see the same as those seen by
other people? Do we even mean the same thing by "true™? And is our agreement or
disagreement the most useful way of responding?

Another idea is to look at Thomas' statement as making a claim. One implication of this
shift is that we need a different vocabulary to talk about people's sayings about states of
affairs than for describing those states of affairs themselves. The vocabulary we might
use for understanding his act in making the claim is different from the vocabulary he used
in the act of making the claim. He used a vocabulary of "true/false;" our vocabulary
might well include terms of responsibility, credibility, evidence, proofs, etc. Clearly we
are moving into the social world...

To move even more into the social world, we might think about what else Thomas might
be doing in making the claim that "That's true!" He might be offering what he claims is
an accurate state of affairs. On the other hand, he might be agreeing with someone else's
description, in which the "work™ being done by the statement has more to do with
interpersonal dynamics than objective reality. Or perhaps he is sharing a perception (in
which case "that's true” could be replaced by "I believe"). Perhaps he is attempting to
persuade us about a state of affairs (in which case, the untold story is "and | want you to
believe it as well™). Perhaps he is lying. Or maybe he is arrogantly claiming that all
people everywhere should believe that that's true -- if so, we wonder about his vocabulary
of motives: why "should" we believe or not believe something because he says so?
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TRANSMISSION AND CREATING SOCIAL
WORLDS: TWO CONCEPTS OF COMMUNICATION

The most common concept of communication in the contemporary world involves the
"transmission™ of messages or information from one place to another.

While the transmission and interpretation of messages is, of course, an important function
of communication, it is not the only or even the most important function. The tendency to
identify communication with this single function is a relatively recent historical
development, grounded in the cluster of ideas and practices that we call the
Enlightenment. The "success"” of this idea of communication was heightened by its "fit"
with the new technologies of communication such as the telegraph, telephone, and other
technologies for sending messages from one place to another.

The term "communication” itself comes from a late Latin word meaning "to make
common."” This original etymological sense has more to do with "commune" and
"community" than signal generation, transmission, and reception.

Even within this definition, however, there are differences in emphases between those
who focus on that which is made common and the process by which things are made. The
former focuses on the events and objects of the social world -- personalities,
organizations, common sense, rituals, and symbols -- as "found things;" the latter focuses
on the processes -- conversations -- by which they are made.

Of the many theories that have focused on communication, most have focused on
communication as transmission. Of those that have focused on communication as
"making common,” most have focused on that which is made. CMM (along with
conversational analysis, ethnomethodology, symbolic interactionism, and dramatism)
focuses on the process by which things are made.

Some of the differences coming from these two concepts of communication are
summarized in the table on the following page.
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Social Constructionist Model

Definitions:

The transmission model is a very popular
way of thinking about communication. It
suggests that communication is a tool that
we use to exchange information. "Good
communication” occurs when meanings are
accurately conveyed and received.

Definitions:

The social constructionist model suggests
that the way we communicate, as well as
the content of what we say, shapes how we
feel about ourselves, the person speaking
and even others who are not in the room.
The way we talk and the people to whom
we talk creates, sustains and/or destroys
relationships, organizations, and
communities.

How communication works:

What gets said? What meaning is
transmitted?

e How clear is the information?

e How accurately is it heard?

e How completely is it expressed?
e Was the "channel" effective?

How communication works:

What gets elicited by what is said or done?
What contexts are created for the other?
What language is elicited?

What form of speech is elicited?

What tones of voice are elicited?

Who is invited to speak and who is not?
Who is addressed and who is not?

The work communication does:
What gets done?

Is the uncertainty reduced?

Is the question answered?

Is the issue clarified?

Is the problem resolved?

The work communication does:

What gets made?

e What speech acts? (insults,
compliments)

e What relationships? (trust, respect)

e What episodes (collaboration, conflict)

e What identities? (shrill voices;
reasonable persons; caring persons)

e What cultures/worldviews? (strong
democracy; weak democracy; no
democracy)
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NAMING, USING, AND CALLING: THREE
CONCEPTS OF WHAT WE ARE DOING WHEN WE
COMMUNICATE

The contrast between the transmission model and the social constructionist model of

communication is one way of clarifying CMM's concept of communication. Another is to

make some distinctions among various ideas of what we are doing when we

communicate.

For this purpose, let's distinguish among "naming,"” "using," and "calling."

¢ In his Confessions (1.8), Augustine developed a concept of language as naming
things, and of communication as either agreeing or disagreeing about their names. He
said,