“With 32 wondrous paths of Wisdom engrave Yah, the Lord of Hosts... and create His universe with three books, with text (Sepher), with number (Sephar), and with communication (Sippur).”


Permanently carved on the face of Karl Marx's tomb is his famous aphorism “The philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change it.”
 While it is somewhat unfair to critically dissect a pithy one-liner, this statement is both misleading and suggestive. It is also a compelling starting point for an exploration of some of the gaps in the field of contemporary communication studies, and more generally, gaps in our appreciation of other areas of inquiry. 


Marx's formulation encapsulates a perennial tension in the academy, the balance between disinterested interpretation and advocacy for social change. This issue raises difficult questions concerning objectivity and authority, the role of the theorist in society, academic freedom, and the relationship of philosophy to the material world. What is the relationship between subjectivity and objectivity in scholarship, and how can the two be reconciled? What responsibilities does a modern scholar, as a citizen of a global society, have towards the object of their inquiry? What are some of the methods utilized by various disciplines and professions to balance these conflicting tensions? 


This essay begins by examining these questions, especially as they pertain to the social sciences and the field of communications. From there, we will examine the implications of this analysis and explore the , examining its similarities and connections to other areas of production (journalism?). We will also examine integrative methods, prior and antecedent to normative assertions, that are used in various disciplines from western analytical philosophy to architecture. 

Ubiquitous subjectivity 


Marx was certainly not the first activist intellectual, as many of the greatest thinkers of the cannon can easily be characterized as revolutionary.
 Intellectual history includes many philosophers, writers, artists, and scientists who were motivated by the desire to improve the human condition and often risked their lives in pursuit of this commitment. Nonetheless, the concern expressed by Marx is familiar ‒̶ many scholars are preoccupied with understanding the world (increasingly, a very narrow fragment of it), but do not act on this knowledge once it is acquired. A deep understanding of the world is a vital precondition for subsequent critique or advocacy, but Marx is dismayed by those who do not follow through on the natural extension of this work.


Apart from the inaccuracy of the claim that philosophers were historically uninterested in changing the world, Marx's statement is also slippery since interpretation itself is a form of action which can change the world. Interpretation manifests as a form of action though the subjective judgments intrinsically bound to the act of interpretation, and more strongly, through the reflexive role that interpretation plays in shaping reality itself.  A more nuanced extension of Marx's argument is that scholarship should be more mindful and self-conscious of its action, and examine various methods to improve our reflective and projective capacities. Interpretation and the spread of ideas will influence the world with or without purposeful and deliberate intent, so the only responsible approach for scholarship is to be attentive and the inevitable changes that successful scholarship and the spread of ideas may precipitate. 


Their reluctance to act often prohibits many scholars from overtly expressing their subjective judgments, even though a subjective viewpoint is inevitably implied in their work. The profession of Journalism has a long tradition of struggling the issue of objectivity in their output, and there is a great deal of analysis elaborating on the forms of subjectivity inherent in the production of news. Many of these critical observations can be transferred to academic production straightforwardly. Academic subjectivity is expressed in a variety of ways ranging from the scholar's research agenda, the questions they to ask (or omit), the language and conceptual apparatus they use to formulate their argument and findings, the communities they are engaged in discourse with, and the sources and traditions they invoke. This kind of subjectivity has not always been widely recognized, as the most salient forms of subjective expression are in the form of normative propositions which prescribe how the world should or ought be.

Things are the signs of words


Mainstream theorists are beginning to accept and internalize the notion that subjectivity infuses all forms of human production, as everything we create is imbued with value and meaning. But buried in this notion is a much stronger claim that inverts the conventional relation between language/communication and reality. Not only does subjectivity infuse our production, but it may even play a role in creating and shaping reality itself.  James Carey takes up this issue in his famous essay A Cultural Approach to Communication. 

“Communication is a symbolic process whereby reality is produced, maintained, repaired, and transformed (p. 23) ... Reality is not given, not humanely existent, independent of language and toward which language stands as a pale refraction. Rather, reality is brought into existence is produced, by communication   ̶ by, in short, the construction, apprehension, and utilization of symbolic forms (p. 25).... Our models of communication, consequently, create what they disingenuously pretend they merely describe (p. 32)”.


Language doesn't describe reality, rather the inverse – reality as we know it and understand it does not exist outside of symbolic communication, it springs into existence by this communication. The objective “view from nowhere”
 is illusory, and the assumption that the world is composed of distinct objects with inherent properties and fixed relations is wrong. 


Carey denies that he is making “any large metaphysical claims”, although his worldview differs radically from popular models of objectivity and reality. It seems that while many theorists pay lip service to the idea that reality is socially constructed, there is a strong version of this claim that is hard for many to take seriously, and profound implications if they do. 


Wittgenstien ??? Lakoff


If we take seriously the idea that our communications “create what they disingenuously pretend they merely describe” cracks begin to appear in Marx's original statement. The claim that “philosophers have only interpreted the world” is seemingly oblivious to the active projective role that interpretation plays in changing the world.  We can amend his statement to conform with his likely sentiment, but a century and a half of philosophy and social theory challenge the assumptions behind its original formulation. If all acts of interpretation carry with them the potential to shape and change reality, the real question is whether or not scholarship is self-conscious and reflective about this fact. Whether their main intention is to change the world, or whether the accompanying change (or maintenance of the status quo) is an unintentional side-effect.

Philosophers of Communication  


Max Horkeimer takes up this theme in his essays on what Critical Theory meant to the Frankfurt school, the direct progeny of Marx.

Critical Theory “is not just a research hypothesis which shows its value in the ongoing business of men. It is an essential element in the historical effort to create a world which satisfies the needs and the powers of men… the theory never aims simply at an increase of knowledge as such. Its goal is man’s emancipation from slavery.”


He strongly criticizes the application of society’s knowledge and capital towards utilitarian ends, and argues that this wealth needs to be directed towards social justice and the development of a better world. 

MH and philosophy. Face off w/ administrative research. Philosophy & the importance and role of asking the right questions. 

--------

Just as it is impossible to entirely decouple form from content, our communications/productions/mediates are necessarily  ... 


It is difficult and important to internalize the implications of these contentions. 

Horkeimer 

Even if change is the point, theories need not take the form of normative assertions. 

Even more so, in the case of mediated experiences, which are communicated through language 

Traditions ranging from Philosophers of language 

especially forms of production which are mediated 

Communication studies is an interdisciplinary field whose core concerns cut across a variety of disciplines and much of this analysis can be construed as a critique of the role of theory in the world. 
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