
Translation and Failure
What do things mean? How do we make meaning?

John Searle 

We should be astonished of what we take for granted.

One of the fascinating features of human life is that when we say things to people, they do it.

Wayne Simmons banana incident 

Culture can generate meaning.

Misunderstanding both makes and complicates meaning

Language can generate meaning



Language


Culture
    Meaning

Communication = never ending flow of translations & failures

Translation involves

Transfer of meaning from one person to another

Transfer of meaning from one language to another (not necessarily verbal) 

Humans translate thought into language

Human language involves 2 different things

1. Syntax: rules about the composition of thoughts and ideas. 
2. Semantics: meaning
Having syntax makes it possible for humans to generate endless supplies of sentences

Semantics drives the importance of culture

This is where meaning is generated 

Knowing that :) means happy requires immense cultural knowledge

Translation in linguistic sense:

Translate from brain into word/sentences

Sentences then communicate meaning

All communication is translation

We are always trying to “translate” or decode what people are saying in order to respond appropriately. 

Ability to communicate depends on ability to translate.

For Strifus, communication is understanding.

Reception of messages is varied and inconsistent

Not all translations are effective

Context and culture are important 

Failure/Misunderstanding

Failure - the fact of being able to effect ones purpose 

Refers to things which are: insufficient, misunderstanding 

Advertising = great failure of communication

Failing is the dominant motif in communication

Often times, we communicate in multiple ways to get a point a cross

We tend to think about things in terms of failure; In some ways this is a triumph of a technological way of thinking. 

Meaning generated culturally , not structurally? 

Transcendence

Transcendence is about the experience of going beyond ones self/going beyond the limits of one individual imagination. 

Greg Sheppard - “get over yourself”

All communication is a transcendent experience

Only possible if there’s another “thing” beyond you

To communicate is to be in relationships (beyond yourself) 

Kant 

We as humans can only understand the world through its representations

Transcendence - ways we seek to go beyond what we can do/limits of experience 

Pragmatism - philosophy which attempts to account for the richness of experience

People tend to pursue rich/good experiences

Even criminals think their crimes are worth while.

Communication is about the richness of experience and how communication produces rich experiences 

Benjamin - Art

Aura (limited, private, elite), transcendent aura = pre-mechanical 

After mechanical = art - relatively public, unlimited

Therefor aura lost

Adorno - not supposed to cross art and politics 

Must work to gain knowledge art provides

2 ideas of transcendence 

Benjamin (aura) v. Sheppard (pragmatics) 

Create relationships between things in our own way - relationality

Relationality - structural or cultural?

Rituals serve a communicative function. Communicate the world to us. Show us how we made the world this way. 

Ritual is a form of ceremony, ceremonial act, or a series of acts which are repeated in a set manner.

Rituals are habitual, formalized, transcendent 

Durkheim: rituals performed a cohesive function. Mark difference between special and not special.

Goffman: rituals perform social bond. 

Communication = dramaturgical = nobody is really “themselves” when in public

Structuralism - Levi Strauss - People dont always understand the rules of the cultures they are participating. 

1940s - 1970s

Rise of computers

Levi Strauss - we divide the world into binary oppositions

Rituals are the way we communicate the deep structure of our brain

Playing out of rituals is playing out of structural components

Basically, for structuralists, everything is about division into opposites

Context, doing have no meaning

Doing just points out division

Structuralism - cultures are constructed 

James Carey

Communication as transmission

Emphasized communication in space - effects

Communication as ritual

Privileges time - culture

Katz/Dayan

Rituals as media events

All media events can be broken into: contests, coronations, conquests

World making draws attention to the ways in which different forms of communication make up our world.

Relationality

Relationships - connections between two or more things that interact with each other over mutual things. Needs, values, family. 

Also have a powerful explanitory force 

Cause and effect

Relationships between two things

We tend to emphasize media

Communication is a process of relating

Since communication is about relationship building, it is used as a way of explaining the world around us. 

How do forms of communication create connections between people and other people

Semiotics - the science of signs. 

Saussure 

Pierce 

How do we create meaning?

1. Cultures are formed through language

2. Meaning is created through mediation

Saussure 

Two ways to think about signs

1. Signifier: set of linguistic components 

a. Stopsign: “s-t-o-p” colour, shape

2. Signified: that to which signifier is referring

a. “bread” in north america, loaf. In france, baguette. 

Process of making things signified is strongly linked to culture. 

Barthes

Things that can be applied to linguistics can also be applied to cultural things read as text.

“Sometimes the wrestler triumphs...”

Believes expression reflects meaning

Communication is a process of relating

MEDIATION
Destiny. Fate. Agency - who is in charge?

Middle 


Things that come in between

Mediation is about the things that come between us and our pathway through life.


Lots of things mediate between us and the pathway through life; more things do 


so through media.

“For mediation is nothing beyond moving self-awareness, or a reflection into itself, the moment of the “I” for which pure negativity or when reduced to its pure abstraction, simple becoming.”


G.W.F. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, 1807


We start with what we know about the world then subject that knowledge to what 
we learn through experiences.



Life experiences = interventions, mediations. Change your pathway.

Our understanding of the world/who we are comes from things that came before us.


Parents, ancestors.

For Hegel, life is a constant process of mediation (acquiring constant knowledge about the world so that we may have perfect knowledge). 


Process of how we become aware of who we are. 

Over the last 200 years, major mediating force = the media.

How do the media mediate?
1.Transfer information from place to place


Sender ----> message/medium ---> Receiver


Media as “pipe”



This says nothing about response of receiver



Also does not account for intention

2. Change behaviour


Media produce an array of behaviours because people act differently depending 


on situation.


Technological Determinism



The belief in a 1-to-1 relationship between technological change and 



social change. 


Behaviourism



Magic bullet/Hypodermic needle




Media inject ideas, we are powerless against the intake.

3. Tools for representation


All any kind of media does is create a representation of us



Photograph only catches one instant



Facebook status only presents what you want people to see

4. Storage


Tapes, photographs, computers all store information.


Harold Innis = relationship between information and power.



All forms of communication are biased in either space or time




Stone vs. Paper





Stone is durable, paper is not. Time bias.





Paper is portable, stone is not. Space bias.

5. Extend our senses


“Rapidly we approach the final phases of the extension of man - the 
technological simulation of consciousness, when the creative process of knowing 
will be collectively and corporately extended to the whole of human society, much 
as we have already extended and senses and nerves by the various media.”


“Today the action and reaction occur at the same time.”



Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, 1964


Long distance relationships are much easier now


Facebook extends your sense of awareness.


Media makes it possible to sense beyond what is humanly possible



Can we expand our definition of media?




Lightbulbs extend sight, is that media?

Sound

We live in a world of sound, but pay far more attention to images

We should treat sound independently 

CRTC ruling to regulate commercial volume

Seeing is seen as the marker of truth

“What is an idea? It is an idea that paints itself in my brain”

Voltaire 

Hearing is active

Multiple proposed uses for phonograph

Berliner

Gramophone (1880), Disk (1889) - allowed for mass distribution

Intellectual property

Sounds become copyright

Stethoscope amplifies sounds of body, creates representation

iPods allow for transportation/storage of entire music libraries 

Also allow for listening to random orders not intended by the artist.

Ubiquity of listening devices has resulted in the “shutting off” of public space

Hearing can be just as good as vision, and vice versa 

Muzak: designed to create connection between consumer and experience

Acoustic ecology - study of relationship between living organisms and acoustic environments

Sound pollution

Schaffer - urban ears - you should listen so that you don’t miss out on important things

Vision

How do the senses communicate the world to us?

How do we communicate to the world through the senses?

Phenomenology

Way to think about the nature of experience

Two simple ways to make sense of the world:

1. Apriori Knowledge: Knowledge without experience

2. Aposteriori Knowledge: Knowledge gained from experience

Emmanuel Kant

Our knowledge of the world is based on a combination of general and particular knowledge.

Two categories of the world.

1. Noumena - cannot be experienced.

2. Phenomena - can be experienced. 

“Natural objects...must be experienced before any theorizing about them can occur”

Edmund Husserl

The kinds of things that phenomenology would take into account relate to the senses.

Almost always think about our senses in extreme cases. 

Ways to think about vision:

1. Physiological - the eye

2. Cultural - perception 

“Seeing is believing” 

Why?

“...since that of sight is the most comprehensive and most noble of the senses”

Rene Descartes

Plato’s Cave, Golden Cow, Camera Obscura 

These examples tell us:

1. All of these are about images. Image is a sign or symbol of something by virtue of its resemblance of what it is resembling. 

2. Real and representative are related.

3. Since all are about representations, they carry meaning about the gap between reality and image.

4. The proliferation of devices that produces representation 

Vision is no longer about what the eye can see, it’s about seeing things the eye cannot see.

Icon

Image defined by how it is used

Image - use - icon

Key Points

1. Modes of perception have histories and gain meaning in context

2. There appears to be a hierarchy of senses which has, over time, placed vision at the top. This is the product of philosophical development and a technological aspect.

3. The gap between representation and reality creates various kinds of social anxieties.

DISSEMINATION
	
	One Space
	Many Spaces

	One Time
	Dialogue
	Live broadcast

- Organizes audiences 

	Many Times
	Attendance 

- Commitment 
	Dissemination




· All communication takes place in space and time. 

· Differences between communicating in person and over distance?

· Different conversation pieces - “where are you?” 

· Social cues - awkward silences, delay in response. 

“A medium of communication has an important influence on the dissemination of knowledge over space and over time... According to its characteristics it may be better suited to the dissemination of knowledge over time than over space, particularly if the medium is heavy and durable and not suited to transportation, or to the dissemination of knowledge over space than time, particularly if the medium is light and easily transported. The relative emphasis on time or space will imply a bias of significance to the culture in which it is imbedded.”

· Harold Innis, Empire and Communication, 1951

· Believed there was a relationship between paper and the rise of nations/empires.

· Knowledge can be spread over space. 

· For Innis - relationship between issues of time and space with control/power. 

· Jacques Derrida

· Logocentrism - Westernized cultures privilege speech, dialogue exchanges, over others because they reflect the belief in speech and reason being better than other ways to communicate. 

· J.D. Peters

· Most communication is dissemination, even dialogue. 

· Dissemination recognizes other forms of communication beyond speech. 

· Dissemination in terms of media?

· Dissemination linked to emergence of modern media linked to “mass society”.

·  Also linked to transformation from traditional to modern society. 

· Tonnies described transformation of societies as shift from gemeinschaft (community) to geschellschaft (society).

· Small communities, no strangers transformed into larger cities, nations, etc.

· Change results in new learning, more communication via interaction with people from other places. 

· Thus, in gemeinschaft, behaviour is learned through others in your community. Based on tradition. High levels of trust. In geschellschaft, it can be learned though institutions (education system). One institution that provides learning for us is media. 

“The mass has no social organization, no body of custom and tradition, no set of established rules and rituals, no organized group of sentiments, no structure of status roles, and no established leadership. It merely consists of an aggregation of isolated individuals who are separate, detached, anonymous.” 

· Herbert Blumler, Collective Behaviour, 1946

· Society is now largely anonymous, have to be taught how to be social. 

· Through this, media can produce social glue. Teach people about things that are going on. 

· 1940s Presidential election

· FDR v. Wilkie

· Media extremely biased towards Wilkie

· FDR ended up winning

· Katz and Lazarsfeld studied why media didn’t persuade the vote.

· People have a greater influence than media?

· Media --> Opinion Leader --> People = 2 Step Flow

“...it is clear that these interpersonal relations influence the making of decisions in at least two additional ways: in addition to serving as networks of communication, interpersonal relations are also sources of pressure to conform to the groups way of thinking and acting, as well as sources of social support.”

· Elihu Katz, Two Step Flow, 1964 

Media speak to influential people, who then disperse knowledge.     


