MASS COM 313 READINGS #8


MEANING AND UNDERSTANDING

Nature of Meaning

We use language to express and elicit meaning.  This is the function of language.  Meaning is inherent in the very definition of language.  In teaching others about communication, in communicating ourselves, in criticizing the communication of other people – meaning is and should be our chief concern.

Clearly, meaning is related to the codes we choose in communicating, the languages we use in encoding our intentions into messages, and responding to a decoded message. But words are only scratches of ink on paper, speech is only a set of sounds which are transmitted through the air.

Some people tell us to look in the dictionary to find the meaning for a word, that a given passage in literature means “exactly what it says,” that meaning is present in messages, available to any person who cares to find it.

It is the thesis here that meanings are not in messages, that meaning is not something which is discoverable, that words don’t really mean anything at all, that dictionaries do not and cannot provide us with meanings.  Instead, meanings are in people.

Meanings are covert responses, contained within the human organism.  Meanings are learned. They are personal, our own private property.  We learn meanings, we add to them.  We distort them, forget them, challenge them.  We can’t find them. They are in us, not in messages.  Fortunately, we usually find other people who have meanings that are similar to ours.  To the extent that people have similar meanings, they can communicate.  If they have no similarities in meaning between them, they can’t communicate.

Communication does not consist of the transmission of meaning.  Meanings are not transmittable, nor transferable.  Only messages are transmittable, and meanings are not in the messages – they are in the message-users.

This point seems apparent; however, all of us forget it now and them.  In many ways, serious breakdowns in communication can be attributed to the false assumption that there is meaning in the message, rather than only in the source and receiver.

All of us tend to be egocentric.  We tend to interpret the world from our own vantage point.  This makes it very difficult to interact, to emphatize.  It makes it difficult to communicate at all.  It often has been said that words don’t mean the same to all people.  It is more accurate to say that words don’t mean at all.  Only people mean, and people don’t mean the same by all words.

Suppose you were to meet a visitor from India.  If you asked him to tell you about his work, you would be shocked if here were to begin to talk to you in Hindi. You probably would say, just because he understands (i.e., has meanings for) Hindi, he shouldn’t expect me to.  Yet, people abroad, or even at home talking to visitors from abroad, expect a foreigner to talk and write to them in their own native tongue.

It is useful to label one communication problem as the “I told them“ fallacy. The “I told them fallacy in communication is attributable to the false belief that there are meanings in words. And that the use of words will insure understanding on the part of the receiver – unless he is to know the meanings which the words have.


In agricultural extension, the extension agent often is asked a question by the farmer, such as “How can I keep my pigs from dying?” Often, the agents “helps” the farmer by giving him a scientific bulletin prepared by government scientists on the “proper care and feeding of swine.”  The farmer reads it, until his energy gives out and then gives up because he can’t find the answer to his question. If he complains, the extension agent’s defense is “but I told him what he needed to know.”


Anytime you hear someone say “I told him” you can assume that he believes that meanings are in words, and that communication consists of finding the “right” words – and sending them to the receiver.


There are several implications derivable from this view of meaning.

1. Meanings are in people.  They are internal responses which people make to stimuli – and the internal stimulation which these responses elicit.

2. Meaning results from (a) factors in the individual, as related to (b) factors in the physical world around him.

3. People can only have similar meanings to the extent that they have had similar experiences, or can anticipate similar experiences.

4. Meanings are never fixed. As experience changes, meanings change.

5. No two people can ever have exactly the same meaning for anything.  Many times, two people don’t even have similar meanings.

6. People always respond to a stimulus in the light of their own experiences.

7. To give people a meaning, or to change their meanings for a stimulus, you must pair the stimulus with other stimuli for which they have meanings.

Man might be defined as a communicating animal.  The essence of being human is contained in our facility to encode and decode linguistic stimuli; to interpret them, to give them meaning.  This ability sets us off from other animals; however, it can lead us into pitfalls if we are not careful.  Many of our communication problems develop because we forget the following cautions.

1. We must not forget that word-symbols are not the thing; they merely represent the thing.  There is no “right” or “God-given” meaning for words.  Meanings are not in things, they are in people.  Everyone does not have the same meaning for a word.  We shouldn’t react to a word until we are sure of the meaning intended by its user.

2. Words are shorthand.  We use them as convenient, portable substitute for things. When we combine them, we can learn more from them than me might learn from the things they represent.  Yet, we must not forget that our meaning for any given word is just a part of our original response to the thing that it represents – a part which has been detached through learning.

We can learn language, or through language, in the same way that we learn many other things. A person’s responses must be rewarded if they are to be retained. Stimuli must be presented in terms of the receiver’s own experience and interest.

When we talked about the communication process and learning, we said that all messages have to be decoded and interpreted, and that some new message is encoded.  We are saying the same thing when we say that a stimulus is perceived (decoding), some internal response-stimulus pattern is set up (interpretation), which we will call meanings, and some overt response (encoding) is made.  In other words, the process of learning language is the same as the process of learning anything.  Language behavior is learned behavior; language learning is inherently related to communication. Meanings are our interpretations, the receiver and source behaviors that we perform intentionally.

We learn many things when we are very young; however, we learn additional meanings, we change our meanings, lose them, distort them, every time that we communicate.  Communication is successful if and only if the receiver has meaning for the message, and if his meanings are similar to those intended by the source.

Meaning itself is a process. Sources can be gauged by their ability to select and arrange words which elicit intended meanings from their receiver, which change the receiver’s meanings, his way of looking at the world, which provide the receiver with insight that didn’t have before.  We can’t transfer or transmit meanings. All we can do is encode the messages intended to elicit the meanings we desire.

In summary,

1. Meanings are found in people… not in messages.

2. Meanings are learned. They are a function of personal experience.

3. We learn words, and acquire meanings for them by perceiving a word as related to other words, or objects, or perceptions – for which we already have meanings.

4. We learn meanings for oral sound combinations first, and only much later for written words. ###

