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0!finition

The conceptual diversity of functionalism has been well-documented

by Davis (1959) but a review of representative positions may be useful

for this symposium; For Spencer (1964; p, 1), an anthropologists ;"the

functional approach is at base simple; it seeks to do no more than to

assay-the place of a particular element of culture of societal insti-

tutions in relation to other elements." Stinchcombe-(1968; p. 58)

considers function explanations as those "in which.a structure or an

activity is caused indirectly by its consequences." Flanigan and

Fogelman (1965; p. 112), on the other hand, think functionalism means

merely that in analyzing some phenomena "the . . scientist will be

- concerned with, among other things; the functions or purposes served

by the phenomena."
Systems analysis has sometimes been considered

applied form of functionalism. Brown (1910; p. 120) quotes-Quabe as

defining a systems analysis as "an analytic study ... characterized by

. a systImatic and rational approach [in which] alternative courses of

actiOn'[arel compared in light of their possible consequences." In our

own field Kline (1972; p. 26) retells to Merton (as quoted by Wright)ga

major sourceldof the development.of functionalism. His definition now

thrice removedfrom the original reads: "Functional analysis, to a

great extent, is concerned with examining those consequences of social

. phenomena which affect the normal operation, adaptation, or adjustment
. ,

of a given system:
:individuals, subgroups, social and cultural Sy-Stems.". ,

Theinterptetatfons of Merton's efinition.have-brought us macro-func-

-tionalists (which are further ivided into tdgographic macro-function-
!

a llts anVomethetic macro-functionalists),
micro-functionalists,

irtcal functionattsleclectic functionalists, structural

4 .. 3
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functionalists and, of course, a functionalism for each of the social

sciences--economic functionalism, sociological functionalism{ etc:

Most recently Swanson 4(1977; p. 218) has identified uses ;and gr'atifica-

tions research as adliember of the functionalist camp, saying that the

intellectual origins...as well -as the typical study are 'clearly func-
.

_

anson does not, however provide us with additional

insight into the ature of functionalism:

We will ,,not try to resolve this situation for as Davis (1959;

p. 758) writes, "So many have tried this-- notably, Merton Levy, Radcliffe-
,

Brown--without visibly improving', general usage that one is forced to

view the'diversity itself as an essential rather than an accidental

feature of the -iitution...." .

What we will do is attempt to use the term'consistently. We w-01'

dismiss the interrelationist definition as nori-distinctive, avoid the

teleological definition of Malinowskj and further find the function-

as -an- item - among -items notion perhaps reasonable 40 inadequate to

provide the essence of functionalism. Our definition, yii13 bethat of

Martindale (1960; p. 465) who states:.

11. °

Functionalism reacheS its distinctive subject matter..when:it takes
th'e organism-like system as its peculiar object of'study and conceives
of this as the primary subject matter of ... analysis,' studying all
other items as system-determined and system-maintaining."

Criticisms

The critics and criticisms of fundtionalism'and its variants are

many: Jarvie (1965; p,. 18) lists the aifficultieS%Pf fUnctionaltstil as

"its lack of explanatory power, itS unsatisfeetoriness as 'explanation,

and the constricting_effect of its assumptions' about the nature and

workings of social -systems." Davis (1950) states that functionialism

is vulnerable to the charge of inverified theorizing,," burdened- 0th

-
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"weak" terminology, "heavily deductive" and susceptible to teleological

and ideological interpretations.. MillS(1959; p. 49) finds the grand,

theory of the functionalists-"about 50 per cent verbiage; 40 per cent

is well-kriown textbpok,sociology. The other 10 per'cent ... I am will-

ing to leave open...." Martindale (1965; p. 143) a most productive

critic, while still an apologist for functionalism notes eight "p4inci t

pal charges against functionalism:

"(1) its verbal obscruity; (2) its lack of reference to objective \.
reality; (3) its teleological,overtones; (4) its faulty distinction

1

between individual and social determinants of behavior; (5) its use \
of static models which do not permit analysis of change; (6) its
conservatism through stressing of the functional to the exclusion
of the dysfunctional; (7) its inability to prove that an activity
is essential to the survival of the system; and (8) its claim to
be unique in relating all social phenomena into one system of
thought."

Swanson (1977) in reviewing the uses and gratifications approach finds

it deficient because of a "vague conceptual framework"; "lack of pre-

cision in major concepts"; "confused explanatory apparatus" and a "fail-

ure to view perception as an active process." Finally, Anderson and

Meyer (1975a and 1975b) have found the application of functionalism to

the study of the mass media to be dependent on,faulty definitions and

inadequate data collections and insufficient theoretical fraTework.

These writers further, describe its method as "a,collection of scien-

tific proverbs" the consequences of which are;at best "snappot

,research" with little predictive utility. 1
Many of,the criticisms which are listed are of an applications

nature and are more the product of aparticulai.focus.rapidly spreading

through different disciplines during its phenomenal growth period of ..

the 50's. There do appear, however, to be certain criticisms which

embody the fundamental limits Of the functional approach. We shallcon-

sider two: the limits due tb the logical structure of functional. analysts

5
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aoid the limits due to known methods of practice.

Limits of Functional Analysis Due to Logical Structure

Jarvie (1965) tells us thatla weakness of functional analysis is

.that it fails to "satisfy the demand for logical validity of the deriva-

tion" (e22). To demonstrate this weakness consid41- the following

deduction (the form of wOch was drawn liberaily from Jarvie):
/ 4 6

Using Lasswell's functions wE Could write:- e.

(x) People in ll'societies need to transmit their culture to the mem-
bers of their society.

(Y) The MSS media are,the only way that that culture can be. transmitted.

(C) Transmission of culture is a causally signifitant function of the
structure-mass media.

It is not likely that our arOmentcwould be wit'htheory (X); we would.

center our argument on the absurd initial condition (Y). We can readily '

reduce the argument by changing theiinitial condition statement to read:

(Y) The mass media arch one way"in which the culture may,be transmitted,

By.doing so, however; we are Table to falsify our onclusion. As a con-

sequence the statement takes on the character of an irreducible postulate'
.

_,' ( _. 4

with no power, f explanation. . st, .
,

I,...
. .

JarVie further argues that functional explanations fail the test of
.

satisfaCtoriness (f.e. allowing the independent testing of the terms)'.

For examOle,claiming that the mass media provide the requisite function

of transmission of culture andthatWhen the observation is made that
. .

culture is transmitted ,a test of that function is provided is a clear

ta.titogy.

Flanigah and Fogelman '0965) provide another sylogistic foreof
N

functional,reiontng. Again We adapt it to the LasSwellian functions.
. .

. 00 If the mass Media'are to be adequately maintained under present
. x conditions then thA requisite functions. of survellience, transmission ,;

of culture And correlation mdstbe pref0tmed..,. ,

. .te ...
. .

1
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(0) The mass media are being maintained adequately

(C) The riquisite functions are being performed.

-5- .

This test lacks explanatory power because it fails to provide any evi-

dence for the necessity of the so- called requisite functions andfor the

linkage'between the function and the structure.' What it does provide

is a circular explanation for the existence of structures known to exist

prior to the Observations.

The other syllogistic form of the structur al functional argu

as follows (again adapted from Flanigan and Fogelman):

. is.

. 4.

fh, .
I

. (X) If requisite functions, survellence, transmission of cultune.
and correlation are being performed,.this will be accOmplishe0 by diis

-N

ing structures. , .

.

,,,..

4 ....

(0) Requisite functions are be-Mg performed.

(C).Requisite functions are being performed by existing structures '

.

This syllogism would, of course, causg,.he functionalist to begin a ~'41

search for the. structures now known to exist. If none were found 6ed-
.

iately, one must simply search harder. IdentificatfOn of "structurerk:"

.
'which could provide for these functions would lead to'a statement ofthe

first type which would then complete the line'of reasoning: Note tbat

only two observations are necessary tossatisfy theislilogisms which'.

Flanigan and Fogelman have developed.. (1) functions.unctions.deemed req-
.

uisite are being performed;. and (2).that systems capable of providing

for these functions are being maintained. Xis Our conclUsiop_that

the reasons the functional argument is based on these two observations

-is because structrual. analysts permits only these two observations.

That is to day that the inherent limit to the structural - functional
. e

line of reasoning is unverified acceptance of the notion of "regd.,

site functiogS".and of "structures (i.e.' organized, regularized means)"

which provide them.

7
4
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Consider ff you will the three alternatives permissible in ai

stru.ctural-funciional argument about the relationship between the struc-

tures and the causal functions: We can first argue from the premise

-that the existence of a function is sufficient and necessary for the

existence of a skstem. This argument in turn.specifies a given struc-
').

ture for each function. Or graphically:
#

S1+4,..F1; S24:7*F2; ; Se-ivfn (The two headed arrow denotes a
cans lly significant function.)

This relationship is a perfect tautology the definition of the,func-
,

tion includes the.deffnition
of the structure and hence provided no new

explanation. .

.Or we might-begin with the pretise tgt a structure can provide for

multiple functions but some subset of those functions is causally sig- ,

nificant of that structure and that structure alone. qtaphically that

relitiopship can be shown as:

e
F1

S F2

F3

F4
S2 F5

411,.

F6

Fn4

Clearly this is the jaeal state for'funetional analysis. It pewits:the

search for causally significant functions and the delilOpment of power-

ful theories. The psdful characteristics are (1) a causal reduction of

or,

N
elements, (2) inhibifion of the, function results ln the structure exhib-

iting retrograde itrophication, and.(3) itikibition of the structure

results in the function not be served for a period of transition until

7
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a new 'structure is developed.

And final* we can argue that a.given structure may provide,,,sev;=..

eral causally significant functions and that a function may4mTvate

multiple structures,. That is,.the relationship between structures aid
)

functions'in a social organization may have considerabli causal, overlap.
T4 .

We"can display this elationship as:..

.Sn 4-------* Fn

.

X

While this last case seems a,much more realistic notion for mbdern

complex societies, it presents intrinsic difficulties for analysis. In

the first-place thereis no causal reduction; i.e., there is no Nit on
.

. the siumfoier of structures which may develop to Serve the 'same function.

'Second there is no known method -of establishing a Sinkage between a

structure and a function: Inhibiting the function will cause no 4tcu

tural decay as other functions are structurally significant; Inhibiting

the structure will not lead to new structural development as alternate

structure; already exist. The crucial requirement of control is lacking

in a pluistic society.

Limits Due-to Known thods
, .

. .

Hempel in his analysis' of the logic of functionalism first considers

the logical deficitcies of the functional form (an analysis from which
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the Jarv'ie and the Flanigan-and Fogerlan discussions were clearly derived)

and then notes two additional areas where actual functional analys'el have
.,

,
failed to meet tlii generai,standardidf sCientif-i'C inquiry. He (Hempel

1959; p. 292) identlfied\theln as "k 1i) inadequate specicication of sco ,
,

.

.srid',.(ii) nonempirical use'of functiAalist key terms (such as 'need,'

'functional requirement,' 'adaptation' -akd others).",

; 0 ,, 4 ,

-,' The notion of scope,, of course, establishes thee pre-conditions nec-
,

Via

essary'for some law -like statement (eig. the condition'of "constant ores-

,

sure" for statements .about the.expansion ofcgases . If a scope defining,

statements such as'a "normally functioning society'!Os inadequately

defined, then subsequent statements-About the utility oestructures cap::

not be empirically tested because it cannot be demonstrated that the pre-

conditions were met./- Thus 9ny failure to confirm can be dismissed, by .
, .

arguing that the societycouid not have been functioning normally.

The'critiCism of theNklack of.empirical grounding of functionalist

terms is one which the present authors pursued, in some detail in the

particular application of functional analysis to the study of the mass

media (Anderson and Meyer, 1974): WithOiiimp4ing those writings ,on

-
you once more we can summarize by saying that-functional analyses to

date have il) treated the media asif they were singular, assigning to

each medium the same function; (2) assumed that the ft.k ofthe

media'are direct and common to all in the mass audience; and ('3) have

failed to validate the function; in the,subsequent behaviors of the

audience.

Hempel then, among others, argues that actual functional an lyses

lack clarity and rtgOr in definition 'and application, It is, however,

this very lack' Of-clarity which provides functional-analysis the oppor-

tunity to attack significant scitial operations. The lack ofclarity-

10
(
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permits the development,of persuasive arguments which disguise the for-:

mal deficienciesof analysis. As Hempel. (1959; p. 296) concludes:, "It,

1 remains true, therefore,- even. for a properly relativized version of

functional analysis, that its explanatory force'is rather limited....

And the predictive significance of functional analysis is practically

nil,

l

.. . .
el' _

A

N,.--,..
,

C t .

P

, Perhap* t a small-wample/from a uses and gratifications approach can
t

- clarify the operations of these limits." In a studyacurrentTy tieing con-
,-

.

ducted, Anderson has examined the reports of several hundred quarter',

hours of viewing from a single subject aged 10 years:,. The investigation'
,

,-, .
.

. s is searching for patterns of viewing behavior which might signal content-.
, . . ;.

. . ,

.

bound and content-free uses of, television. For this subject
* /

a regular entry Was noted of the set being on it 3:15 and off 'at 3:45 .

,

for weekdays but not weekends. Chahnel selection varied but was more
,

likely to be a particular one. Subsequent discussion with the child

detelmined that tha child arrivedhome from school at 3:10 each week:.
-

day.- A shack, previously'prepared, wat available on the kitchen table"

whictralso held a.TV set. According to the child's description, she
4-

would come home, put her "stufraway," sit down for hersnack and turn

on the TV "to keep me.company." After the snac k .she would turn off the-
*.

1'V. and talk to her mother about her 'day.

.

"In a micro- functionalist,way, we have identified a4Ogular, inter-

active, behavioral structure of which television viewing is)an element.

The chi ld has given us a "manifest function" -- social contact. But this/.

0 function leaves more questOon't than it answers. Why dries the child use
4

_television for, social contact When4her,mother is available? Why is it

r necessary. for her to precede interpersonal contact with -a niedia
. inter-

.

cession? Clearly, one can argue that the_period'it a, transitional phase
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'
t

'from the organized, high-intensityi group activity of the classroom to

the morerintimate'inte%-personal /contact with her mother. In fact we.

can argue that this "latent funotion":is the causally significant one

for t4teieviewing structure. But what evidehce can we providNom
.

,

the observtions we can make? The laent function, is pure supposition.-

clever perhaps but suppositidn'nonetheless. What if we were to inter-

vene and examine the behavioral changd? Our:problem would be in.inter-
-.

pretation, for any change can be fully explaiiied by the intervention

rather than the "need" for some.coniequence%of media,use.

It seems to us that this example identffiA.both thefrlibits and. the

appeal/of functional analysis. The appeal of the analysis is that wIth
.

it we_can say something significant about he element of televiewIn
,

---,.,. ,

.
,

within the context of this child's behiiioral structure: .The limit is
p

that our,si tement6 are analytic rather than synthetic and therefore

411
,

cannot be fled.- Ifthercannotbp4alsified'fhpy cann be tested,
.

\,.

_and verification.of our theory,can of proceed.

licatfon of Functiontlitm to the .tud ass Media

4 Functional analySis has difficultik

. IS

spectivelecausedthe process of.mass communiCatitm is
. ,

-'. .
.

and, mostly, because"the proces.s'does notlMeet.the rigo
p

of linearity in causal re which is essential-to

anin ful research per-

Ousually complex

s asomptjOn

ablishing
.
. r utes in the fu nction' '..

_

p arid. i.g..m.. Functional, analys fi, therefore, as
.

i. t

, . i ( - .
. -,

appliei to the operation ofAhe mass media as a social system isUsefuli.(
, . .

.C.oh y in Aa limited; macro - perspective serie. affor4k,us an,f . .

.

tion for:" (a) what the major components of Oystem ard,
,
(bY how
. 0

.44. % . - .

..,..

' .4"0"- . the infordaii4 flows Within t e system--(diectionalify); and (cY,how:-
, .

.

.
. .

influence,within components an between some components operates.: In _

,

this regard, we must distingUish betweenwhat influences do operate
-----

12
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Nersus may operate '(or'can operate); also a distinction needs to be

drawn based on influence agekts. impacting on the media sources of.COn-..

tent and the. subsequent audience.useg, reception, and consequences of

the messages.

In broadcasting, for example, we know that the Federal Communica-,
e

ition Commission is a definite influence agent that affects stations who
,

'originate and/or distribute broadcast conterft. kWe also know that
N,

advertisers affect the kinds of cokent that aremade availableto con-
.

suTers. We have, therefore, a rusonably good grasp of media source

interrelationships with other components in the mass media sYstem.

We know much less, however, about whataudiences do with.the content

and why. 'Research to date tells us only gross indicators of simple

behaviors -- e.g., estimates of how many households are tuned in to a
`1.

given television programara given time or a given radio station in a

given tiine period. 'Beyond these data, unfortunately, functional analy-

sis and'uses and gratifications research has only told us some of the

. effects that can occur and only under certain conditions or combina-.

, .

tion of conditions. We know very little-of a systematic,nature about -

the rihge of uses and gratifications-that actually do'occur and, most

critically from a theoretical perspective of explanation and prediction,
/

w6.certain uses and, gratificat4an.voccur;linally, we knovf little about

the.broad, overall patterns that have any substantial value in explain-.

ing And aiding our understandjng of how mediated-communication works

and why it works that way. e

lop, One example of thq,prOblems faced.in uses and .gratifications

research is" the often-repeated finding,that some people who live-alone
.

,

or are alone fo)F long periods of time use radio an /or television for

vicarious companionship,. Perhaps teleyison has re laced the dog as
- N ' . qt,'t
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'.. .

"m6's best friend." This finding presents a list of probing questions
.

a

'which beg to.be answered and need to be answered before the utility of

such a use arid implied gratification can be estimated and before the
4

finding can be placed in.any-meaningful theoretical.context. Some of

z

these questions inCludei.

(1) While mady"lOnerS" seek electronic media companionship, many

others 'apparently do not. Why for some and not for others? What are the

personality and/or environmental variables that predict media selection

for some "loners" and not for others?

(2) Why do some loners-seek out radio and some television? Or, why

do some opt for radio talk shows instead, of music? How about those who

select television quiz programs versus soap operas versus re-runs versus

"The Gong Show"? What are the specific need agendas that are-satisfied

for different consumers, all of whom apparently share the same plight or

condition of being alone. or feeling alone?

(3) Does viewing television or listening to radio while alone.con-

stitute the sole reason for content seeking? Are there other needs

also being served that might aid in motivating media'seeking generally,

or-a specific type of content? If yes, what are these needs? Is there

a-hierarchical dominance system which operates ai .several.researchers

have-suggested.(Anderson and Meyer, 11974)? Multiple needs may be served'

by the same behavioral responses;. but, searching for the necessary and

sufficient causes (via the conventional linear rules of functional .

anllys.is) is an inadequate basii to account for viewing or listening

because of a need 'for Companionship. Consider the 'following confounding

factors which can and'undoubtedly doAserve to complfCate the process.

1 14
Being alone may not mean that one is necessarily "lonely;" moreover,

feeling lonely or "alone" may or may not, elicit behavior to alter one!

. 14
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environment. It depends on the individual-,, the individual's past exper-

iences, and the conditions under which ose Ts lonely, Whem one writes

in solitude, bychoice or usually by necessity to preserve one's sanity,

a feeling of loneliness may occur, but the writer may also do absolutely

nothing to alter this condition because such alterations may interfere
4.1/4

with the sought after behavioral goal. In other words, a given need

state usually isaccompanied-by other competitive noqd states, all vying

for satisfaction., The dominant or primary ni state in the greatest

state of deprivation will be the one that is acted upon first by the

individual, Being lonely, therefore, may or may not elicit media seek-

ing behavior, Saying that some individuals do seek out media when lonely

or report using media for companionship is at the same level ofvalue for

theoretical development as the finding that some people smoke cigarettes

when they get nervous, Instead of examining the underlyinurocesses
,

'that help us explain and understand how vedia work, research in the

uses and gratifications field only adds uses'and implied gratifications

to a catalogue-like list and seeks to find-some pattern in how the cat-
.

r

lalogue listing appear,

Measurement Problems in Uses and Gratifications Research

A major problem for uses and gratifications research has been. .

measuring audience needs, behaviors in response 0 or linked to these

needs, and ttiOuccess of those behaviors in resolving thOse geed states',
,

The biggest problem of all is the lack of experience respondenhave in

interrogating their own causal factors- which might account foror4ause A

J

16 to behave; think, or-feel in a given manner, Most of our daily, -

on -going behavior including media behavior is highly ritualized and

habitual; our environment hats been structured to the best f our abilit-

ies to' minimize unanticipated or unwanted intrusions or deviationsJrom

15
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set patterns.

The key problem in measuring the Causes of ritualistic` behavior

comes about because few of us ever are caled upon to answer why we do

certain things. And, we are also hard pressed to be able to explain

much of our behavior even when given ample time to think about it. Me,

quite simply, have not d'ffectively developed and exploited our capacity

to interrogate and evaluate the motives underlying our habitual behav-

iors. The consequences of this state of affairs are important in our

assessment of uses and gratifications as a solid, theoretical approach.

An inability to explain and account for motives and to understand their

complexities (Most behavior is, after all, multiple-motivated; and/or

a single motivation may yield multiple behaviors), means that survey or

inventory-type research will yield only the most superficial data

The methodology needed requires several steps:. (1) a training pro-

gram must be-designed to get individuals Accustomed to interrogating

tair own motives, consequepces, etc. for their various media behaviors;

(2) new behavioral patterns th'at occur as a product of interrogation

must be carefully described and analyzed; (3) given the training pro-_

gram and the analysis of newly created behavioral patterns, the inven-

tory of uses andogratifications can be implemented, at first on an

individual basis -- probing in depth with individuals 'who are exper-

ienced in the self-analysis of motives, response success, etc. Such'

rigourous procedures are time consuming and difficult, true, but the'

usual quick technique of completing several hundred' telephone or house-

, hold interviews asking people why they watchlittwork television news

Only brings to li ht the need for the just-outlined procedures. How

many people really hay any conscious awareness (Or unconscious aware-

ness for that matter) of the myriadipotentially) of reasons that

1
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. iaccount for the4r-viewing of 'a specific type of program. The responses
.

one gets IromOpen-ended questions tencrto be as superficial as: "to

find but whWt.'s gOing on to the world,"'or some similar cliche which

has litile"vAlue-. seemsmore useful to know why,the person feels it
. A -

is necessary to find out what's going on in theWrld; if the person is

really interestedin-what's happening in Afghanistan or Pago-Pago; why

'they. watch televis46 for:such information; how much the remember; evdh

from the most prominently displayed sties (recall Sterols 1971 study

of the fncrediblylow levels of retention even in tire hour just after

viewers had watched the network news); how much one needs to know to

have successfully "found out what's going on. The list of questions

seems endless, indeed, but seldom is such i.follow-up.imPlemented (remem--

ber,such procedures are guaranteed to-mess.up the neatly pr-coded
0

,qUestionnaire, and it is tough toytrain interviewers to elicit meaning-
,

ful information of this type, to 'say nothing of the problem of quickly

coding the data and having the computer neatly process the results).

It strikes us that if uses and gratifications 'research is to ever
.

develop into a meaningful theoretical perspectivethe "old" methods

need to be shelved and newer, more appropriate and isomorphic proced-_

. ures developed, tested, and implemented. At present, uses and gratin-

cations research is counting the frequency of certain types, of behav-

ioral responses and inferring needs based on speculation or evidence

derived from superficial open-ended questions or a list of itelere-

sented to the respondent which enables one to make socially desirable .

responses or putsnew reasons or ideas into theii heads which they-them
A

describe as a'factor which motivates their behavior.

Final Comment

W might consider our own motives for a symposium of this nature.

17-
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It is certainly useful to clarify the issues tn'i.discussion;
-

But what , .

'
. , ,

/

.is the endresult of such a discussion. Shall we rejept.,functionalism

1 or shall we applaud its ascendancy as the Kuhni4n pradigm of normal
,

science. It is doubtful that either 4,s likely. Oris this. disdussion

`a persuasive campaignito win or maintain adherents to a particular focus.

The benefit of winning that debate is clear. It is much easier to Clq

:) one's job. if the funding agencies, editors, potential textbook adopters
It ,

begin in agreement with our'own thebretical Weltanschauugn. It is, how-

10. ever, questionable,that our science is well-served by those.ends. In

this pre-theroetical era of our discipline; we should pot limit the

search for heuristic approaches to the description of communication pro-

cesses and.events. We need to be less concerned with precedence and

more concerned 'with innovation; less concerned with upholdingSoMe

standard and more concerned with -the limits of our own approaches and

the'value of others. To date; the sociology of communication has been

essentially functionalist in orientation. Our intent in this discussion

is to "keep them honest" and to note that it is also, time to 1pok else-

where.

p
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