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The Act of Communication

Convenient way to describe an act of communication

is to answer the following questions:

Who

Says What

In Which Channel
To Whom

With What Effect?

The scientific study of the process of communication

tends to concentrate upon one or another of these ques-
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tions. Scholars who study the “who,” the communicator,
look into the factors that initiate and guide the act of com-
munication. We call this subdivision of the field of re-
search control analysis. Specialists who focus upon the
“says what” engage in content analysis. Those who look
primarily at the radio, press, film, and other channels of
communication are doing media analysis. When the princi-
pal concern is with the persons reached by the media, we
speak of audience analysis. If the question is the impact
upon audiences, the problem is effect analysis.

Whether such distinctions are useful depends entirely
upon the degree of refinement which is regarded as appro-
priate to a given scientific and managerial objective. Often
it is simpler to combine audience and effect analysis, for
instance, than to keep them apart. On the other hand, we
may want to concentrate on the analysis of content, and
for this purpose subdivide the field into the study of pur-
port and style, the first referring to the message, and the
second to the arrangement of the elements of which the

message 1s composed.
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Structure and Function

Enticing as it is to work out these categories in more de-
tail, the present discussion has a different scope. We are less
interested in dividing up the act of communication than in vie-
wing the act as a whole in relation to the entire social
process. Any process can be examined in two frames of refer-
ence, namely, structure and function; and our analysis of
communication will deal with the specializations that carry on
certain functions, of which the following may be clearly dis-

tinguished: (1) the surveillance of the environment; (2) the
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correlation of the parts of society in responding to the environ-
ment; (3) the transmission of the social heritage from one

generation to the next.
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Biological Equivalences

At the risk of calling up false analogies, we can gain
perspective on human societies when we note the degree
to which communication is a feature of life at every lev-
el. A vital entity, whether relatively isolated or in associa-
tion, has specialized ways of receiving stimuli from the
environment. The single-celled organism or the many-
membered group tends to maintain an internal equilibrium

and to respond to changes in the environment in a way
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that maintains this equilibrium. The responding process
calls for specialized ways of bringing the parts of the
whole into harmonious action. Multi-celled animals spe-
cialize cells to the function of external contact and internal
correlation. Thus, among the primates, specialization is
exemplified by organs such as the ear and eye, and the
nervous system itself. When the stimuli receiving and dis-
seminating patterns operate smoothly, the several parts of
the animal act in concert in reference to the environment
( “feeding,” “fleeing,” “attacking”) .

In some animal societies certain members perform
specialized roles, and survey the environment. Individuals
act as “sentinels,” standing apart from the herd or flock
and creating a disturbance whenever an alarming change
occurs in the surroundings. The trumpeting, cackling, or
shrilling of the sentinel is enough to set the herd in mo-
tion. Among the activities engaged in by specialized “lead-
ers” is the internal stimulation of “followers” to adapt in
an orderly manner to the circumstances heralded by the

sentinels.
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Within a single, highly differentiated organism, in-
coming nervous impulses and outgoing impulses are trans-
mitted along fibers that make synaptic junction with other
fibers. The critical points in the process occur at the relay
stations, where the arriving impulse may be too weak to
reach the threshold which stirs the next link into ac-
tion. At the higher centers, separate currents modify one
another, producing results that differ in many ways from
the outcome when each is allowed to continue a separate
path. At any relay station there is no conductance, total
conductance, or intermediate conductance. The same cate-
gories apply to what goes on among members of an animal
society. The sly fox may approach the barnyard in a way
that supplies too meager stimuli for the sentinel to sound
the alarm. Or the attacking animal may eliminate the sen-
tinel before he makes more than a feeble outcry. Obviously
there is every gradation possible between total conduct-

ance and no conductance.
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Attention in World Society

When we examine the process of communication of
any state in the world community, we note three catego-
ries of specialists. One group surveys the political environ-
ment of the state as a whole, another correlates the re-
sponse of the whole state to the environment, and the
third transmits certain patterns of response from the old
to the young. Diplomats, attaches, and foreign corre-

spondents are representative of those who specialize on
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the environment. Editors, journalists, and speakers are
correlators of the internal response. Educators in family
and school transmit the social inheritance.

Communications which originate abroad pass through
sequences in which various senders and receivers are
linked with one another. Subject to modification at each
relay point in the chain, messages originating with a dip-
lomat or foreign correspondent may pass through editorial
desks and eventually reach large audiences.

If we think of the world attention process as a series
of attention frames, it is possible to describe the rate at
which comparable content is brought to the notice of indi-
viduals and groups. We can inquire into the point at which
“conductance” no longer occurs; and we can look into the
range between “total conductance” and “minimum con-
ductance” . The metropolitan and political centers of the
world have much in common with the interdependence,
differentiation, and activity of the cortical or subcortical
centers of an individual organism. Hence the attention

frames found in these spots are the most variable, refined,

Attention in World Society 9



