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Information is whaﬁ I Hould.call a weasel word, So is.behavior.
They are equifocal and often deliberately oblique and ambiguous, ; am
not arguing against their use altoseﬁher but against their use as
central concepts in isolation from their cultural contexts. thn-so
déed, without reference to the larger frameworks they fit and serve,
they ténd to fragment thought,.obscﬁre ﬁhinﬁs, and disorient their

users,

I will attempt to sketch a view of the communication process and
its structural characteristics as the context in which the. terms

information and behavior.ean be used moré meaningfully.
Actine human

All matter “behaves' (think of molecules ahd étoms, entropy and
energy) but only huﬁana aqt. The source of the capacity for action.is
an enviroment of symbols -- things that signify other things -- in
which behavior takes on human meaning., Action is Behaﬁior interpreted
in aymbslic contexts, Our language loads the word with speéial

significance.

r



®A piece of the action” uéed to mean!cutting in a bartner on your
bet. Now.itfs the sex "acﬁ' or viclence or some other usually
male~oriented démonstration of winning women or glory or money (or
all).. The "scene of the action® can be Wall Street, a horse race, a
bar, or a ring., When a general sends his men "into action," we know.
they are not picking flowers. The Buick ad used to sell "a cair that's
loaded with action"_-- presumably not just automotive. An Mactivist®
is not just a lively person; Your choice of food in - the cafeteria is
fconsumer behavior." Your attempt ﬁo change the careteria is "consumer

action.”

Action reflects not only consciousness 6r wholes rather'oniy'parts
but.élso the capacity to crgate alternatives rather than only react té
then, If that capacity ié impaired, the ability to act human is also
in doubt. Anything that fragments, atomizes,.and distracts attention
from thg-broadest symbolie processes and structufes instead of'ﬁsing
' them as the framework for studying the human relevance of commuhication

is likely to reduce the capacity to act.
Consupers' chojce

Not long ago, a story goes, a sealed bottle drifted to our shofea.
There was a manuscript inside the bottle. It turned out to be a report
from one of our communications researchers sent to survey the cultural
habits, program preferences, and market potentia;a of a far~away land.
The people of this. land appear to be the proud possessors of a
flourishing information aociety, nuch like our own, uibh but one slight

difference: they practice cannibal;sl.



The term itself ig never qsed, but euphemisms auqh as “freer
enterprise,® and "ﬁarkeﬁ economy"™ are very much in vogue. Information
about the sub;eet’fills the Home and Finance séctions of every
newépaper and is piped into computerized information centers of more
affluent subscribers, The study of behavior in its most observable and
even digestable aspects dominates every curriculum. The highest rated
television.prdgram 1s "People Are Yummy.® The all-time best-sellep h#s
long been a book ehtitled How Lg_ﬁgz:g,:ggg.Eg;;gg,ﬂgg; {Recently |
amerded to ... and Homap.) |

The inhabiténta of.this thriving market are puzzled to hear that
_some countries have so little regard for people tﬁat.they would not
consider eating them, no matter how well prepared. It is noted with
some astonishment that nations conaidéring themselves democratic do not

allow free and open_discussibn on the subJec;.

They say (according to the report), that their system of chefs and
balances'is bbviously the thy truly pluralistic political system..
. Why, some of our best friends -- say conservatives and liberals alike
-= believe in exactly opposite methods of breparation. S0 we élash,
and argue,_and-carefully digest the matter. We let our reéipea campete
for popular flavor. And we let the chips fall where they may =-- -
through free electibns, of ;ourse. Qur standard of living is high,
Supply and_deﬁaﬁd are.never far out of balance., Hunger, néedless to

say, is unknown in the land, Few are so misguided as to think of

subverting this happy order of things.



This is where the manuscript breaks off, I can only assume that
| its author has been integrated into that attractive,_sobhisticated,
information-rich society, focused uﬁon'unrelated bits of behavior,n
giving its citizens only tﬁe consumers! choice, which is to select the
ways in whieh they are 1ed‘to the market, The only action our former
" colleague could perform was a belated but touching gesture of
humanity: to cast a descriptive account ﬁﬁon the waters. But he could
not examine, expose, and challenge the inviasible symbolic struetures

that give behavior its ultimate human relevance,
Begem;ns.hgman

Every age is an information age,” but ours is one in which a
special "hot line™ is needed to make sdre that if a bit of information
triggers an act that incinerates humank;nd, the aet_ie eot accidental
but on purpose. It is high time,_then, to trace the development of the.
communicative ability and its humanizing characteristics and sketch the

" context in which information and behavior can take on larger meanings.

Communication is interaction through messages., Messages are

formally coded symbolic or representational patterns of some shared

®  The much-touted observation that half or more jobs in the United
States deal with information-related services should not be
interpreted to mean that information is more abundant or important
than ever before, What it means, if anything (as definitions of
information are obviously debatable), is that information is _
becoming a commodity and its production and exchange occupies a
larger and more specialized sector of the labor force, '



significance in a culture. Culture itself may be éongeiigd as a system
of messages that cultivates and regulates social relationships. |
Informatign-directed behavior Processes occur in many forms of life'and
soclal systems, - But it is in human_society and culture that
information procésses, transformed as communications, play a most

complex and distinctive part.

The simplest organisms take energy from their immediate
surrouhdinga. They need little information except what is contained in
- a fixed hereditary code; When the locai-sdurce of life-giving energy

dries up, théy perish,

Higher organisms use speclalized senses to receive and braina:to
store information, They cah reach out, search a wider area, pick up
signals from a distancé, accuﬁulate impressions over ﬁima; relate to
eacﬁ other, assume different roles, and engage in behavior baaedlon
some sharing ot learned signifieance. But of all forms of life we
know; only humans act primarily through the manipulation of complex
symbol systems; Messages and images, rather than the threats and
gratifications of the moment, animate human thought and 1masination.
Even the satisfaction of the most basic need for food, love and shelter
.are, for humans, elaborate and coﬁpellins symbolic experiencea, Show
me one other animalfthat paints picthrea, plays'chess, conducts an
orchestrﬁ or recites fhe Bible and I will concede that information
processing behavior is on a continuum with human camﬁunication. ﬁntil

then, however, I will conaider communication to have taken a different

evolutiouéry route and role,



The last milliocn years ended an era of perhaps 200 times thét 1on§
during which a relatively mild climate covered long stretches of land
from the Arctic Circle through what is now the Sahara Desert to the
Antarotic. Arboreal existence in lush forests freed the forward limbs
qf some groups of'ﬁémmals from having to carry‘the'burdenlof the body
and shaped them into strong,rsure delicate 1ﬁ5truments. A subsequent
descent to the ground further enab;ed the forearm to explbre, create
and manipulate. Much bf human evolution is compressed 1o the word
"coﬁprehend”: it stems from the expression "grasp with the forehand.®
Exceptiona;ly deft manipulation requiréd an exceptionallyllarge.and
complex control system - the brain. The ability to grasﬁ with the

- hand and with the mind literally developed "hand-in-hand.®

‘The laét million years robbed pre-humans of théir'"paraniae.'
_Invaaions_of glacier;,.éreat floods, and geologic convulsiona-scgttered
the roving b#nda into all parts of fhe globe, The featherless and
fur1e$s buﬁ-warmpblooded.hdminoids were hard-pressed to deveioﬁ‘their

unigque resources of collaboration and community through communication.

Only the hominoid brain could regulate the body, respond to

- changes in the immediate surroundings, and still ?etain the capacity
and stabiiity'tp hold a complex image long enough'to reflect on it.
This ability to intggrate sﬁmholic structures into frameworks of
_gnowledge'and to make them available in.novel éombinatiﬁna was the
prerequisite for human consciousness and comnnnication; In its
“broadest “humaniiingi sense,'communication, then, is a source and
extension of imagination in forms that can be learned and shared, It

is the production, perception, and graap of messages bearing human |



notions of what is, what is important, what is right, and what is

related to what

The Paleolithic hunters who survived the 1ast glaciation appear to
have succeeded in building the symbolic foundations for:éulture: the .
naming of things, visual representation, coherent organization of
meséages; and the ability to instruct, celebrate, reflect upon and pass

on accumulated lore and imagery.

Even the most primitive people known have languages; creaﬁe
shapes, forms, and images for symbolic and representational
uses; perform elaborate rituals; observe 1ntricate kinship
systems; confront the world through entertaining fantgsies and
myths; and conduct the affairs of the tribe or society throush:
communication, 'Recorded énd'widely transported systems of
eommﬁnieétion now enable us to bridge vast reaéhes of space, time, and
status and to-cultivatelvaluea of collective survival -- or to plunge

into spasms of distinctively human masa destruction,

Having set the stage, it is time now to bring on the act and to
tell.éur story. Indeed, story is thé best word I can find to designate
the key feature and most distinctive characteristic of human
communication., More than aﬁj other, Homo Sapiens is the story-telling
animal, Unlike any other, Homo Sapiens lives in a world erected,
experienced, and conducted largely through many forms and modes of

story-teliing.



So let us, for the moment, suspend our customary classificaﬁion of
genres, types, modes, or whatever specialized communications are
called. Thesé classifications aré recent historigal inventions that
may be useful for oertain.purposea but not for the functional
distinctions usually attributed to ﬁhem.' All commuhications cultivate
the terms on which they can be understood and shared. The simple

‘ statemeht "this is a chair® evokes a time, place and culture as much as
the referent object itself., The agt of naming or labeling takes its
s;gnificénce from the larger symbolic context woven mainly by the

stories we tell,
- Ielling stordies

All animals learn from:ekperience. Humans'also learn how to
experience. We have such consciousness of existence as we ourselves
provide for'in'our communications. Human reason confronts realiiies on

terms culture makes available. We are the stories we tell.

From towering constructiona of mythology to factual descriptions
and instructions, stories create, embody, illuminate, and embroider a
selective and syntheﬁic pattern of meaning that gives life its_sense of
direction and purpose. Our arts, sciences, religions, laws and
~ politics consist mainly of s?ories-we tell and internalize == or
| iﬁpose. That.process weaves the seamless web of human cultures

defining the world and guiding its social relationships.

Stories are symbolic structures that tell ua what things are, how

they work, and what to do (or not to do) about them, Stories also



relate the teller to the person to whom the tale is.told. Fairy tales,
funny stories,.abaurd stories, histories, and those accounts not
commonly thought of as.stprie$-that are told_in qlassrooms, churehes,
courtropms; élection and sales campaigns, business and ﬁrofessional |
meetings, during work and play and qelebratio; in bqoks and all cther
media -~ all relate tellef and told in certain uays; A scary étory
tends to concentrate_bower in the teller; a sales pitch or plea for
help in the one addresséd. whatever else they do, stories confirm
authority and distribute power ;n many different ways. Story-telling

'shapes human reality and the social order.

For the longest time in human history, stories were told face to
face, memorized as rituals and mythologies, and incorporated in
religions, Laboriousaly inscribed manuscripts conferred sacred power to

their interpreters, As a sixteenth_century Mexican source‘putlit:

Those who observe the éodices,
tbése who recite them.
Those who ﬁoisily tura thg pages of
illustrated manuscripts.
Those who have possession of the
‘black and red ink and that which is pictured;
they lead us, théy guide us, they tell

]
us the way.

. Cited by J. H. Elliott (in his review of nm;mm Empire: Ihe
- Dynamics of Azteo and Inca Expansionism, by Geoffrey W, Conrad and
Arthur A, Demarest), Ihe New York Review of Books, July 19, 1984,

) P. 30. ) : . .
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The first major transformation was the industrial, The first

machine was the printing press. That made possible the mass_pro&uction
. of symbols, signs, and stories. The first manufactured product was the
printed bobk. It broke the ritual, and with it the magic power of the
oral interpreter,'the priest, or others.min1ster1ng-by_the spoken word.
It paved the way for the Reformation and further tranaformations to
come, It ushered in ﬁhe-era of modern mass puhlics:;loose aggregation#
of people whd'never meet anﬁ_yet share 3ome consciouanaas in common,
The process by which they come to share and to beccme members of these
far-flung aggregations called publics is of couraé the process cof

publication,

Printing extends the face~to-face community. Printed stories are
movable packages of consciousness that can be faken -= often smuggied
- across hitherto impenetrable or closely guabded boundaries of time,
space, language, religion, status, The book 1lifts peﬁple_fron theif
traditional ﬁoorings aa thelindustrial revolution uproots them from
their communities and culitures, Thq book can be given to all who can
read (a new élasa) ﬁo interpret without necessary dependence on the

ministrations and interpretations of their local chiefs and priests.

Meanwhile people engage in long and costly struggles -- scme still
going on -- to tell storiés and thus shape reality from their own
points of view, The struggle is neceasary for the formation of new
identities and interests as the_indusfrial aéa breaks the conmgnity
into §onrlicting olgaaea, mixéa togetﬁer religious and chnic groups,
and restructures the process of humanization heretofore confined by

cangranhy anﬂ relative stability.



"

The way to achieve some  control over the neuly differentiating
.consoiousness in a situation of unprecedented mobility and flux is to
gain the right to select and publish stories (and thus create publies)
stemming from different conceptions of reality etisting in the same
society.. Notions of individuality and of class consciousness afe both
rooted in:therprint era. Most br'our assumptibns about human 
.development and governance stem from the print era, The publication of
different t&pes of stories creates and cultivates massa bublics_-- those
loose aggregates of peoplé who gharé some consciousness without ever
meeting facp—to?face == necessary for selthgovefnmqnt and much aff
econcmic, educational, religious, and cultural life in the
print-industrial epoch. The industrialization of story-telling makes
socialization and public-formation an indistrial product Shabed by the

prevailing system of symbol mass production.

Next comes the second industfial transrormation; We enter the

. telecommunications era. Its mainstream is televiaion,'superimposed
upon gnd reQrganizing_print-based culture, Televiﬁion has ita own
unique characteristics, It 18 a éentraliéed fitual, distant,
pervasive, and yet seemingly perspual and face—to—face, It turns‘out
and disseminates a limited nuﬁbeb of storieg designed to the
speciricatiqna §r a few marketing formulas .but for all the peopie."It
functions ﬁore like a_tribal religion in the eleétronic era than 1;ke

. the media that preceded it,

Most viewera watch televiaion relatively non-selectivoly — hy the

clock and not by the progranm, They watch whatevor is on at a
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particular time, and cannot choéée as they do books or magazines or

going to movies,

The_esseﬁce of a éentralized and licensed ritual like television’
is that.it exposea_fap-flung and otherwise hetefoseneous_commun;ties to
a common syatem of stqry-felling. This tehﬂs to blur the traditional
distinctions of sex, age, region, claSs and dther intéreats, blend them
into a more coherent conception of reﬁlity, and bend them to the
 institutional interests of television as the chief cultural arm of

industrial societies,

Qur research ﬁas cailed this pﬁoeeas "mainstreaming® and has begun
to explore its dynamics, What we are learning abouf the process
challenges'mahy of our prinb-based_aa#umptions about democratic
government, edueation, socialization and even the survival value of

human cultures, -
¥hat Storles Do

The humanization of Homo Sapiens starts with fairy tales and
children's stories {(today mostly_telqvisioh‘cartoons) depicting hﬁman
situations-apd_preaenting gasts of characters acting on problems and
coming to resolutions. Mah& such stories have to be told and their
significance absorbed before "facts® begin to have meaning and norms

and values are integrated into one's framework of knowledge.

There are three general functions that are likely to be performed

by three types'of'stbriea. (These are not necessarily distinot or
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mutually exclﬁsife; théy are.idealized-types presented here more for
purposes of analysis than of strict classification.) The three are
stories or'hoﬁ things work (drama and fiction which makes the
all-impoptant but invisible relationships in lifQ visible and
understandable); atories of what thing;\ére {facts, expositions,
descriptions,); and_stbriea of what to do about them (stories of choice
and value such as sermons, instructions, and commercials)., Let us

describe each one,

First are the stories of.hgg_;h;gggwgéng, They make visible or
conceivable the otherwise hidden belatiOnah;pa that arg.building blocks
of human 1ﬁagination and understandins. By Showing-ﬁhole people acting
| -in total situations, coming to grips wiﬁh certain difficultiea aﬁd
prbblems and elther succeeding or failing, they depict complex
_causality and the dynamics we must understand to have aonQ-notidn-or

how things work.

Two types of 'fictieity' perfqrm the function of conveying a sense
-of how things work, nFiction by invention,™ as in novels and blay;,
enab;ea the storyieller to cbeate the."racts' in order to demonstrate
how thihgs work. P"Fiction by seleotibn,‘ a# in a documentary or _
biography or history, obli;esfthe Storyteller to find and'ueavs.actual
events into a story that reéﬁala some larser franework of dynamics and
purpose, -In ahy case, stories about how_thinsa ﬁork (for most people
drama and fiction) establish a symbolic structure within which more
fragmented and isclated bits of information become credible and
meaningful. You don't have to believe the nfacts* of Little Rgd Riding

Heood to acéept-the notion that big bad 'wolvoa?'nag victinize old women
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and trick little girls -- a lesson in sex boles, fear, and power -- and
to begin your soclalization a® a man, as a woman, and as a éonaumer'of

crime and_rape.storiea.

The second kind-of story is about yhat thinms are. These purport
to convey ihformatioq referring to some presuﬁably indépen&ently
_ ascertainable event‘éalled "fagt." Howevér, they carry no meaning
except in the symbolic structﬁre creaﬁed and cultivated by.the first
kind of storytelling -- about 50w things work. Facts have to serve
some purpose in'that synthet;c'context before we accept them as
meaninéful. Used in isolation_they distract and conéeal more £han they
_reveal, ‘The legends of old and the news of today compose highly
_sélective and ti;htly scripted scenarios that serve specific interests,
purposes, and social functions, That_frameworkrinvolvqg values and
motivations; it affecis what will be selected as fact and when, where,
how, and why; it tends by and large to cultivate a given set of |
'_ priorities, and neutralize or éounier ﬁhreats to subvert it. Tﬁe full
use of the human capacity for reflection and action, based on
"~ consciousness of the process of communication itself, 1n§olves, dr
course, the critical use of stories that illuminate how other storiés

work in building that set 6f often unexamined assumptiona,

The third type o:étor§ moves us into action. These are stories
that ciinch the aécumulatéd and often implicit lessons of the first
two, It is as if to say "If thié is how things work_and'this is what
they are, here is what to do about them.® Their principal functions
are to motivate, emergize, and mobilize, Sermons, cautionary tales,

'exhortationa, instructions and adidrtiagnonta are examples of stories
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of the third kind. Thej typically présent a valued person or purpose
or both and offer a prbduet, service, candidate, institution or action
purported to help attain or enhance those values, The lesson of
fictitious Little Red Riding Hoods and their realistic sequels in
everyday news and entertainment not'only téacﬁ lessons of fear and
dependence and pbwer but also give added impetus to selling burglar

- alarms, supporting law=and=-order candidates, and acting in other ways
to adjust to a structure of power gnd to the anxieties stemming from

it.

No society and fully socialized person can be self-diresting in
.'1gnorance of the cultural process shaping human notiopa'of how things
ﬁork, what thinga are, and what to.do about them, Hoée and ﬁetter_
information about behavior is self-defeating except as related to that

process and used to move from the consumer's choice to action,



