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Question:  Compare and contrast the different approaches taken by Ong, Littlejohn, Fiske, Mattelart, and Tehranian to communications theory.   Which approach(es) do you prefer and why?   Maximum: 10 pages.
I would like to examine the authors by mentioning them in the order which our class read them.  I feel that Dr. Tehranian ordered them well (chronologically in the semester) as they grow in complexity and need an increased understanding of Communication Theory for their understanding.  Each book we read served as a different piece of the puzzle of understanding the overall picture of Communication Theory.
Stephen Littlejohn’s book, Theories of Human Communication, was a great starting point for the class as it introduced us to much of the ideas found in Communication Theory.  Of all the books we read, this one most resembled a class textbook, and gave us fifteen chapters covering some of the following topics:
· Basic inquiry

· System Theory

· Semiotics

· Discourse theories

· Message production theories

· Message reception / processing

· Symbolic Interactionism

· Structuration / Convergence

· Social / Cultural Reality theories

· Experience / Interpretation theories

· Critical Theory
· Communication in relationships

· Communication in group decision making

· Organizational Networks

· Communication and Media

All of these topics were covered well, and a good explanation was given of each idea.  Most of the ideas were not covered in too much depth, as the book resembled a course textbook.  For example, critical theory was mentioned and explained in detail, and the Frankfurt school of thought and its main founders were mentioned and explained briefly.  However, this simply touches the surface of the subject, and a true understanding would require reading books written by the theorists themselves.  
Littlejohn proves his thorough knowledge of Communication Theory in his book, and I think that he made a conscious tradeoff decision when designing his book.  He could have made his book closer to an encyclopedia for Communication Theory, having it get into much more depth, but his aim was not to overwhelm and confuse his target audience- which is students new to the field.  New students will find a short but broad introduction to the field most useful, and Littlejohn achieves this with his book.  For our class it was a great introduction to the field and served as a great reference throughout the rest of the course.  While reading individual theorists’ books later in the course, it was interesting to refer back to Littlejohn to see where they fit into the larger picture of Communication Theory and to understand the basic concepts which the theorists built their book upon.
After Littlejohn, it seemed logical to have another book that followed closer to a narrative style to introduce us to Communication Theory.  Littlejohn was very broad and can be difficult for a student to absorb its huge range of thought in just a week or two.  John Fiske’s book, Introduction to Communication Studies, was a great introduction to Communication Theory as it followed a narrative style that would be similar to the theorists that we would be reading for the rest of the semester.  
Fiske applies some of the concepts of Communication Theory through the book, and teaches through examples. Semiotics was a focus in his book, focusing on meaning construction as a key to understanding communication.  This seemed more of a theme through the book, where Littlejohn made it the focus of a chapter in his book and didn’t apply it through the rest of the text.  Cultural studies, which have been a primary focus of communication studies in the last few decades, are explained throughout Fiske’s book where it is the focus of a single chapter in Littlejohn.  

Fiske does a better job of taking concepts and stretching them through his book.  It is a good follow-up to Littlejohn since it teaches through narrative and example rather than in a textbook-style format.  On paper, it seems weird having two books that serve similar purposes of introducing us to Communication Theory- but after living through both I understand why our course made use of both texts.  Most people have different learning styles- some prefer reading textbooks while others learn better through example.  Littlejohn and Fiske complement each other well for this reason.  Littlejohn was overwhelming at the time, but served as a great reference through the course since it resembles a textbook, and Fiske served as a great way to learn through example and introduce us to a less complex (and more intelligible) Communication Theory than Littlejohn presents.
Littlejohn and Fiske were great at introducing us to Communication Theory, and assumed the reader had very little knowledge at the start of the book.  The next author being examined- Walter Ong- does not try to introduce us to Communication Theory.  His book, Orality and Literacy, requires the reader to have little background knowledge, but differs from Littlejohn and Fiske in its scope.

I best understood the focus of Orality and Literacy after discussing the history of Communication Theories in our course.  We were presented with a roadmap of Communication Theories, which took us through different stages of human history and the models of thought at the time.  Our professor, Dr. Tehranian, showed different themes in history as civilizations progressed.  His model listed five civilizations and their means of communication:  Nomadic – Oral (1-10 million years ago), Agrarian – Literate (starting 8000 B.C.E.), Commercial – Transportation (starting 300 B.C.E.), Industrial – Mass Media (starting 1750 C.E.) and Informatic – Networks (1971-present).  His chart explained globalization from above and below in addition to the culture’s means of communication.  Also, each stage continues concurrently with the previous stages- for example, all of the stages are still around today.  I was most impressed in learning how the means of communication changed and coincided with history and technological improvements.  The reason I mention this here is because Ong’s book focuses on the first two stages in this chart, and compares their differences.

Before reading Ong, I wrongly assumed that each stage was more advanced than the stages before it.  Although the Informatic Age is probably the most advanced and complex, it is by no means better or more effective communication than oral communication.  Without reading Ong, I’m positive that I could not have recognized this.  Ong discovers primary oral cultures in his book, and compares literate cultures to oral (non-literate) cultures to compare their differences.  Non-literate cultures seem very primitive to literate cultures, and hold a negative connotation (being associated with illiteracy).  I have learned by reading Ong that there is a big difference between non-literacy and illiteracy, and that an oral culture has many advantages to literate cultures- not just vice versa.  Much of our sense of community and culture are tied to orality.  The rise of print has held other important roles- such as allowing us to fully express our thoughts, and the rise of nationalism.
Ong shows us the psychodynamics of orality, and how oral communication saturates more of our senses, and oral culture better develops certain portions of our brains when compared to literacy and literate cultures.  Each form of communication forces the user of the communication to develop a certain skill set, and this exercising of certain portions of the brain can develop strong capabilities.  These capabilities can make the user of the communication more skilled at certain things- such as those who read often have better memorization skills.  Oral cultures focus on storylines, and are often very good at remembering characters and long stories.  Ong shows us that our means of communication structure our consciousness.  
The saturation aspect of communication is obvious- when reading a book we simply use our sense of sight to communicate, while oral communication can potentially use all five of our senses- making it the richest possible communication medium.  While literacy helps create the spread of knowledge and has helped human advancement, oral communication is has other advantages (such as instantaneous human feedback through conversation and facial expressions) when compared to reading a book.
I believe that Ong had multiple purposes with his book.  First, the book helped eliminate the fallacy that oral cultures are more primitive than literate cultures.  Human culture and socialization is structured around orality, and it is an extremely important means of communication.  Second, I think that the book is very useful for modern communication, and the search for communication that is not only more technologically advanced, but also more involving of our senses.  The Informatic Age has created technology such as email that allows for instantaneous communication between individuals regardless of distance, but still is text based and only involving the human sense of sight.  Dr. Tehranian mentioned in class that a study concluded that up to 70% of communication is nonverbal- so email leaves out much of the potential of human communication.  As technology progresses and more senses can be communicated electronically, human communication can increase in richness (higher saturation of the human senses) and efficiency.  Video conferencing is a start as it allows us to see and hear the person we are communicating with, but improvements can be made that allow more of our senses to be used.  Again, this shows that oral communication is the most basic and involves all of our senses- and isn’t necessarily more primitive than later forms of communication.

After reading Ong, we began getting into the main portion of the course, where we read individual theorists books and discussed them in class.  This was essential to building our foundation for our knowledge of Communication Theory, and all of the different contributors to the different schools of thought.  Towards the end of the course we were assigned to read Armand and Michele Mattelart’s book, Theories of Communication:  A Short Introduction, which was another excellent book that broadened our understanding of Communication Theory.  I think that this text was more advanced- and although the title indicates it was an introduction, I think it required some knowledge of Communication Theory before reading it.  Had this book been assigned at the beginning of the course, I don’t think that I would have understood it as well.  It was written from a postmodern standpoint and incorporates the author’s views on democracy and political economy- which would have been less understandable earlier in the course.

Mattelart and Mattelart focus on post-18th century ideas, and this book would not have been appropriate in the beginning of the course.  Much of the history of Communication Theory was left out, and the book focus is placed on modern theories and areas of exploration in Communication Theory, such as ethnic and cultural studies.  In Dr. Tehranian’s graph of civilizations and their modes of communication (mentioned above), this book focuses on the last two civilizations:  Industrial Age – Mass Media (starting 1750 C.E.) and Informatic Age – Networks (1971-present).
Since this book focuses on modern communication theories, it seems like a good conclusion to a course in Communication Theory.  It leaves us thinking about modern theories and opportunities to contribute to the field.  In addition, it is the most applicable to the world in which we live, since the theories attempt to explain today’s world.

Much of the text speaks about modern areas of research- such as mass communication or mass media, system theory and cybernetics (starting with Shannon and Weaver), and modern ethnic and cultural studies.  Information theory and modern networks are discussed, as well as modern schools of thought- such as the Chicago school and Frankfurt / critical schools of thought.
At first, I was a bit confused how this book could be considered ‘An Introduction’ when it required some knowledge of Communication Theory in order to understand it.  However, after thinking a bit more, I realized that the book is more of an introduction to communication studies, not necessarily Communication Theory.  For students entering communication, most of the problems that they will face during their research will probably be under one of the categories in Mattelart and Mattelart’s book.  The problems being posed in today’s communication departments are often related to mass communication, information and systems theory, and cultural or ethnic studies.  


While this book focuses on today’s Communication Theory, and may become outdated 100 years from now, it serves as a good introduction to a student looking to learn about today’s research focuses around university communication departments.  Since we cannot determine tomorrow’s areas of research until we solve the problems being posed today, this book seems like a good finish to a course in Communication Theory.  It leads us in the direction of modern communication research and areas to which we may contribute.  If we do not contribute, it gives us an understanding of the problems being researched today, and gives us an idea of some of the areas that we will see improvements during our lifetime.

Finally, I would like to discuss the viewpoints discussed by Dr. Tehranian, as shown throughout this course.  I have outlined above the required books and discussed their relevance and how they were well-ordered chronologically for learning Communication Theory.  I feel that each book was well chosen and reflects a different piece of the puzzle of Communication Theory.  Without each of the viewpoints I would have an inferior understanding of the subject.
I especially enjoyed Dr. Tehranian defining what theories are for us throughout the semester.  He conveyed to us that humans develop theories to explain the world in which they live, and that no theory is entirely true or false, but is insightful at explaining an aspect of reality.  Starting the course with reading Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions was very useful at showing us how theories change through time as knowledge accumulates.  Often theories are polar swings in opposition to previous theories, and they often try to encapsulate previous knowledge with an alternative explanation.  As time progresses and knowledge grows, the theories may become better at explaining the truth, but have not (as of yet) become perfect explanations of the world we live in.

Dr. Tehranian chose the ordering of the books very well.  With regard to Littlejohn, Fiske, Ong and Mattelart, I think the layout made sense as to the location it was placed chronologically in the semester.  Each book is positioned properly based on its scope and expertise requirement.  Since Littlejohn and Fiske are good introductions to the course, I think their presentation needs to be early in the course.  Mattelart is a good conclusion to the course as it leads us down the path of exploring modern work in Communication Theory.  Last but not least, I think Ong was placed well- after the introductory books but still early in the semester.  Ong’s ideas on how primitive communication is not inferior are very helpful and help shatter stereotypes that I brought to the course, and make the study of Communication Theory more meaningful as my views became less biased.  Dr. Tehranian did a great job of stepping back and trying to remember what it is like learning the material for the first time, and feeding us information that was most appropriate for our current level of understanding.
I have mentioned the map or grid we were given showing communication mediums changing as different ages progressed.  I appreciated learning of how the theories changed with time, and the different schools of thought emerged from different societies and political regimes.  Technology played a large part as well- showing the changing times as key inventions were made (such as the printing press or microchip) aided my understanding of the theories of the times.  I can also appreciate the differences in schools of thought, and the different influences that countries- such as American, German and French theorists- have had on the Communication Theory.
Dr. Tehranian provided us with another map midway through the course that was partially filled in, and mapped different theorists by the problems their theories address against the tradition they followed.  Although many theorists don’t fit perfectly into a category, it was a very useful tool to compare and contrast different theorists that we discussed in class.  As we filled theorists into the map and discussed their theories, I was able to gain insight into authors that I have read, and also learn about the theorists which I did not get to read about.  I especially liked learning about authors which my classmates read, and the map provided me with an idea of the problems and tradition that each author was addressing in their work.  It also helped me realize the vastness of the field, and how little I have touched.  Personally, I think a good teacher makes one realize that the more you know, the more you do not know.  The field of Communication Theory has been used to integrate ideas of not just communication, but politics, social science, and technology.  This course has not only provided me with a basic understanding of some of the popular theories in Communication Theory, it has opened my eyes to the fact that I have only touched the surface.
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