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M Communication as Techné

Jonathan Sterne

efore .communication is intersubjective connection, coordination. ritual
meaning, culture, or anything else, communication is somethi;l h ,
peqple do. At its core, communication is a special form of action. T e o
antiquated phrase, it is a practical art, or rather a set of practical arts. Tl(l)isu }S)e l?in
true no matter what favorite example we use for that massive and ’amb' ous
thing We.call communication: it is true in conversation, in large-scal lgu?;'ls
systems, in human-animal interaction, and in the most,subtle gdimene' o 1?‘
encounters with others. Communication is, above all else. a techné S}I(;nsh(i)
cha’p.ter, I will outline what I mean by techné and then ofger brief h1 t 't ls
p()htlcal,‘and philosophical arguments for its use as a definin met Shoncfa ,
communication. Techné is a Greek word, and it is addressed ingthe V:rli)t'or O;
many of tl.le ancient Greek thinkers. To be fair, the word’s connotation o
what ambiguous depending on whom you read and which text you chooS e (scn,
eg., Parry, 19?3). Hence, I will offer my preferred reading of the term s:vgie‘e};
is ot to be mistaken with the single, historically correct definition. I »,vant‘t’
argue.about communication, not my interpretation of the ancient G.reeks o
Aristotle most famously designated techné as practical art and cti l
f::)(;;;lidgef Fo;r him, techné meant both the process of producing thinzrsicnntfe
crafts, for instance) and the capacity or i
practical knowledge—that allows zndtyaccol:;(z?’lii%e tohfaior;)t::)liiict}i’;

Many thanks to Carrie Rentschler and Ted Striphas for their suggestions on this essay
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(ArlSEOtle, 1962, P)OOk VI, (Jh. \;—4). AS Ileldeggel wrote Of [hlS section 1n
St( )‘ €S 1C( )7715143]7647‘1 tbl(f tCC] 1ne eveals VVhateVer d()CS not bl 11 [g
E S T
Arl l N 5 o
ltself f()rth alld d()eS not yet lle bef()[e US, Whatevet can lO()k alld turn out now
one Way and now anOthCr (Heldegger, 19; ;, p. 13)- ?Ieatl()n aIld contin-
geIlLy are centr al to llOVV weE S]lOuld UIldeIStalld [CCh] 1€. A Sllllple eXa“ll)le
wou d € a musician's tec € W C]l dCSC] h
hn qu hl lbes the p] aCthal sense that
b ’
S}le b[]n S to h.e[ instrument Ellld [hE a:'tl'lal FI OCESS th[ O ngll hl
1t. A musician's teChIllque CIlCOInpaSSCS bOth he[ aCtual movements aIld t] 1€
Fra:tl:aL EIIlb :dlfd l:Il: lEdgE Sh'f t[nlgs to th.f mstrument
SE Etéll t llIlgS SIID uld be apparen‘t fIOIll thls dﬁfl[llthIl aIld Exanlple’ IlI/St7
te:h‘lle 1S embo le [l l:Il! 'IEd e, not fSIIIlaI Or lcgl'al kIl] 'ls dge' Ie:lnle 18
g >
g 3
meant to be dlstlllgul&lled fI‘OIIl abStl act kIl()WlCd (o VVllth. A[lSt()tle Called
6?71$t67”e. I:pls[e]”e dCSl nates the reaim ()! orma theoty scilentific k] l()wl"
g b
.50 dle musician IIletap] 101 tlle ablllty to
Cdge, ()f faCtS alld ldeas ;.; s to CXtelld y
play a S()”g that I()CkS ort ])eii()[“] a Hlas[et!ul nt p O
(0] erpretation ()f BaC]l S
ce 1() etudes 1S a f()I”l ()f te(,]l]lé becau e 1t (161“ nstrates tlle ur lfOldlIlg f
S (0] ora
1 Py
& . ty Si-~
S l)l t [ be (5 thlS SenSll)lll 1S ll u . C
€nsi h (0] sur ) cult [ed AS ()untleSS Ctllll()l[lu 1
LOlOgIS S € ShOV\/ Il, [Ile most baSlC ldCaS ()f in tune I 1 ]l thIIl va
‘l()]]l culture to Cultu[e. he same tlme, a musician’s tec q
U.l At t I 1an ll]ll ue 1s alS() an
b M b
1[I€du€1bly [)CISOIlal 61I1b()dled sense Of W hat It means to IIlakC music IhuS
. . . . . P
tCChne brldges the Chasm betweell p()SSlblhty aIld aCtuahtV~ 1t IIldCXCS botll
u an Ctual y dOCS and V\‘hat She Or he mlg]lt d(), Qr even V\/hat
W llat the musicCt a l 0
She or lle 1S Ca])able ()1 dOl]lg Oor W ll]lng to d(). ICChIlC refeIS bOth to action

and the conditions of possibility for action.

Conversely, the ability to name from memory all the flats in the key of

mstruments ()f aﬂ dle baCkU[) musiclans Wh [)layﬁd Wlth y()u] faV()l ite |aZZ
(o]
. lS ltu 3 1t 18 kll()WlCdge t] 1at lequIeS
SOl()ISL' l()rIIla] kIlOVVledge 1S also cu Ied but A
> g 5 ‘
t}l()ught memor 51, fOI mal lea] nin ) action, Or t eC()llCCt]()ll I,plste]lle ]laS no
necessat }‘ connection to VVllat one d()CS or can dO. I[ 1S kll()Wledge fOl the Sake

of knowledge. The object and purpose of epistémé are different from those of :

A . . .
techné: the former is knowing about, the latter is embo}clileddknpwliceigs - 3
| i i signa
é i ay to two terms that de
Techné has, in our time, given wi > tw . e of
the most important aspects of communication: technique and technology

igul e pos-
Both terms share with techné an ambiguity between the actual and the p

i i cts. To
sible and the dual connotation of practical knowledge z.mc.i practical a ersiaL
consider communication as a technique or learned skill is uncontrov .

ike « i ” or “knack for getting her point
To use phrases like “good communicator” or g

g
i ic O p p atn
across ln’lpllCS that communication 1S an art ab ut w thl 13 €O le

i I is 1 n more
practical knowledge. In the domains of arts and media, this is eve

i W Wi i riter,
clear. Language used to describe the work of a writer, an artist, a‘songw t
. en the
or, for that matter, a chef, or someone who makes perfume, is oft h
3
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language of skill, sense, and facility. But techné goes further than this, for
it designates not only the skills of people who we might say have special
talents, but rather the talents and styles of communication embodied in each
person. The subtle gestures of casual conversation, the split-second decision
of whether to meet a stranger’s eyes on the street, the inflections of the
voice—hundreds of different techniques of empathy and avoidance, close-
ness and distance—are in use at every moment of every day.
“One might say that arms and legs are full of numb imperatives,” writes
sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1990, p. 69). He argues that social life is built
up from “practical logics” that do not necessarily follow the rules of formal
reason but rather have a logic of their own. For example, “a man who raises
his hat in greeting is unwittingly reactivating a conventional sign inherited
from the Middle Ages, when, as Panofsky reminds us, armed men used to
take off their helmets to make clear their peaceful intentions” (Bourdieu,
1981, p. 305).) If we meet and | tip my hat as a greeting, it is not because [
wish to indicate that I do not plan to kill you. It is simply out of habit, a tech-
nique of greeting. In this way, a tip of the hat exists as a sort of unthought,
unconsidered “second nature.” It is something people “just do.” But this
habit has a history and a social valence, as do all such gestures and habits.
All this is to suggest that although the techné of communication is intensely
personal and stylized, it is also intensely social. Scholars of interpersonal
communication who examine distance and comportment in bodily action have
made this point repeatedly, as has Erving Goffman (1963), who famously
demonstrated that while norms and stigmas are intensely social, it is up to each
individual to negotiate them effectively and creatively,
All this is well and good, but why use techné as a driving metaphor for com-
munication in general? Techné has descriptive and political benefits for those
of us who wish to develop an account of communication as a social phenom-
enon. Descriptively, an approach to communication as techné demands that
we examine what people actually do when they are communicating—not what
they say they are doing or what they think they are doing, but what they do.
Here we return to Bourdieu and hig notion of practical logic. In casual con-
versation, each gesture or turn of phrase is not consciously willed or consid-
ered. Rather, it comes out of a repertoire or sensibility developed by the people
involved. If a musician had to think before each movement on an instrument,
or, for that matter, if I had to think before each press of a key on this key-
board, we never would get anything done. Because the sensibility is embodied,
and superficially spontaneous (that is, spontaneous after lots of practice), it
does not necessarily conform to the rules of logic or the protocols of reason.
In most examples of communication, the “communicative” part consists of
actions taken by people or machines located in some kind of social network.
The mechanical action js obviously unconscious and habitual, but so are much
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of people’s actions. This is true whether we are talking .ab(?ut 1"adi0 l.istening,
movie making, or conversation. Personal action, thus, is tied inextricably to
larger social sensibilities and relations; we must account to; ggparently spon-
taneous action as coming out of learned repertoires of possibility.

Indeed, it is the question of possibility that has so animated 19th- and

20th-century philosophers of interest to communication theoristsiMarx’s famQus
adage that people make history but in conditio'ns' not of their own mgknqg
perfectly captures the relationship between possibility and concrete action in
techné. Bourdieu’s notion of habitus, the “nonspontaneous principle of spon-
taneity” (1990, p. 56), attempts to explain how apparently spontan’eous action
is rooted in learned, qgnbodied social tendencies. Michel Foucgult s not@n of
a “diagram” of social relations that makes possible thf: interactions in a prison,
a school, or a confessional similarly partakes of Aristotle’s gseful ambiguity
between an event and its possibility in techné (for a full discussion, see Deléuze,
1988; Foucault, 1977, 1991). Though they approach the q.ue'stion very differ-
ently, both Bourdieu and Foucault situate actual events w1tb1n a broader ter-
rain of conditions of possibility. To use a somewhat prosaic metaphor, they

are both interested in the rules of the social game. Both sides of the language

debate in linguistics also partake of the social question anima.tc?c.i by t‘echné.
A sense of concrete action rooted in a range of embodied possibilities animates
both Edward Sapir and Benjamin Lee Whorf’s hypothesis that language makes
possible understanding and Noam Chomsky’s notion of a “generatlve gram-
mar” that exists in people’s minds prior to the acquisition of language
(Chomsky, 2004; Sapir, 1949; Whorf, 1956). Both theories treat language as

a techné, an art that produces something in the world and requires a practical

sense (the debate, of course, is over the origin of that practical sense). _
A concept of communication as techné also requires us to rethink the
relationships we posit between bodies and technologies. Modern media are

vast aggregates or assemblages of techniques, institutions, and technologies.

Machines and technological systems are an extension of the logic of possi-
bility, practical knowledge, and realized action hidden in techné because

they are essentially crystallized sets of repeatable activities and relationships.

Though the word technology has been around since the Midfile Ages to refer
to a treatise on practical arts, it came to mean “the practical arts, collec’:
tively” in 19th-century usage (Oxford Enmglish Dictionary, “Fechnology,
s.v.). Communication technologies are nothing more and nothlng.less than
collectivized, amalgamated, and routinized techniques of communication.
Bruno Latour’s famous example of the door-closer illustrates this well. Here,

a whole set of social relations, practices, and assumptions are crystallized in
the device to keep a door closed at the entrance to a sociology department.

There are many reasons to keep a door closed: to separate inside and out-
side; to control passages, people, and noise; to demarcate space symbolically;

Communication as Techné 95

to control temperature; and so forth. There are also many ways to keep a
door closed. The door-closer thus reinforces these structured tendencies and
habits, even as it acts independently of people once it is built and set up,
simply closing the door each time it is opened. When the door-closer works,
it disappears from consciousness. Its function is forgotten. When the door-
closer does not work the way it is supposed to, it has all sorts of new social
significance, simply by virtue of closing the door a little too quickly (and bat-
ting passersby on the behind) or too slowly (Latour, 1988). Technologies,
thus, are associated with habits and practices, sometimes crystallizing them,
sometimes promoting them, and sometimes fighting them. They are structured
by human practices so that they may, in turn, structure human practices.
Technologies are crystallized bits of practical art and practical reason—they
are techniques externalized and delegated to machines.

Often, these functions could be performed by people or machines. Whether
we are talking about a person responsible for closing a door or a spring-loaded
gadget, a door-closer controls the physical communication of bodies between
a room and a hallway. Other technologies (and if you think about it, all
modern technologies are really technological systems) ossify techniques of
communication in other ways. On a simple level, people use cameras to see
for them; telephones, microphones, and magnetic pickups to hear for them;
speakers to sing, speak, and serenade for them; and electric lights to supple-
ment their limited powers of sight. In some cases, a word encompasses both
people and machines. An interesting contemporary example is computer.
Computers were once individuals or groups of people employed to make
calculations. Now the term applies to general-purpose calculating machines.

Even more complex media are basically large groups of related tech-
niques, combined together in institutional form. The construct of television
or radio as broadcasting, for instance, requires that we conceive of the
production and consumption of broadcast material in certain ways. On the
production and distribution end, a broadcast medium requires a massive
infrastructure of institutions, people, and technologies, all of which under-
take routine, repetitive action. Broadcasting is techné on a massive scale:
from the skills and cultivated instincts of the engineers at the station; to the
ways in which cables, switches, and satellites direct signals; to the ways in
which these technologies implement corporate or national policies. On the
consumption end, people employ countless techniques of listening to experi-
ence “radio,” as we know it, and the same can be said for spectatorship and
television. Publishing, public speaking, or recording all invoke related but
different sets of techniques, relations, and institutions.

So communication as technology and communication as technique share the
same root: communication as techné. I have suggested an analytical approach
that sees both on a continuum. But conceiving of communication as techné
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also runs counter to at least one major habit of communication historians,
which I call the “add technology and stir” model of communication history.
Technology has not fared well in our histories of communication. The tale usu-
ally told is that before the invention of writing, communication happened as
speech, inside the subject’s mind and out through the subject’s breath. It was
ephemeral, transitory, and even magical. This “primacy of speech” thesis sug-
gests, as did Plato in the Phaedrus (1961), that writing is the first true tech-
nology of communication. Indeed, a parade of communication historians have
likened all other communication technologies to writing. In the primacy of
speech model, we “add technology and stir” to speech to get other kinds of
communication. Along With this model comes a series of laments about the
alienation of modern life, the loss of community, and the decline of intersub-
jective recognition as humans use tools more and more to communicate with
one another.

The problem here is both political and descriptive. The “add technology
and stir” model is a political problem because it leads communication schol-
ars to invoke a bizarre nostalgia, where the stark inequalities and everyday
struggles for survival that characterized life in previous centuries disappears.
It is not that our world today is perfect—far from it! If you are not upper-
class, male, heterosexual (in many cases), able-bodied, and a member of the
dominant ethnic and religious group in your region, your life chances—and
the choices of what to do with your life—would have been severely dimin-

ished in any historical period prior to our own. So we should be wary of

any theory or history of communication that asks us to look back to earlier
periods for examples of more just, equitable, or harmonious societies.
There are additional good descriptive grounds for a model of communi-
cation with techné as its driving metaphor. Techné is at the very historical
core of what it means to communicate, and, contrary to the “add technol-
ogy and stir” model of communication history, techné is, in some senses, his-
torically prior to the advent of human communication. If one is looking for

that special something that separated our evolutionary ancestors from other
animals, it would have to be humans’ peculiar combination of language and
tool use. Indeed, archaeologists have found evidence of painting, sculpture,

and musical instruments that go “all the way back™ to the origins of the
human race. The earliest known sculptures, for instance, are over 35,000

years old, but archaeologists have speculated that sculpture itself goes back

at least 70,000 years. If these hypotheses are correct, they trouble the model
of communication that claims humans once lived in a world of communica-
tion to which technology was added. The dimensions of craft, tool, and
“practical art” were there from the very beginning.

Indeed, Lewis Mumford has argued for a sense of language as techné as
well. Mumford writes that there is a “vital connection between all physical
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movement and speech” (1966, p. 86, emphasis in original). Speech is one
'tec.hn¥que of the body among many. But for Mumford, spoken languagc;, also
is intimately related to tool use through the process of standardization
because they followed the same historical pattern. Once satisfactory form;
of t.ools or words were reached, there is little evidence, he says, for “wanton
variation” in their form. In this way, language and tool use ,are part of a
shared human history of techné. Communication requires both langua d
technology—and both are forms of techné.? ssean
It would be unfair at this point to take the pragmatist escape from essences
and say that the question of what communication s should be replaced with
what communication does. But communication as a practical art—as doing—
should be a central concern for us. To put it another way. communicatioﬁ is
a philosophical and political problem, because it is a pr;ctical art through
which pe.ople make, break, or maintain their worlds. We should conceive if
c.ommumcation as techné because the most important parts of communica-
tion are p}recisely the unthought second natures of technique and technology
Com_mu.mcation as techné highlights the two most important aspects of conl:
munication today: the widespread use of technology in conjunction with
ot}'ler forms of interaction and the simultaneously social and habitual forms
of 1n‘teraction that make up modern life. If one goal of communication schol-
afshlp is to find and describe ways to live ethically and well in large-scale and
diverse societies, communication as techné may be our best path there.

Notes

1.. Bour(.heu’s comments quoted here appear in discussions of his concept of
habitus, which is somewhat beyond the scope of this essay. See Sterne (2003) f
longer discussion of Bourdieu and technique. e

' 2. Studfents of Mumford may argue that this reading goes against the grain of
his pro;ecF in Myth of the Machine, which aims to dethrone a historical narrative of
rechnologlca! progress with “modern” (1960s era) technology at its apex. Perhaps
but my goal is not to celebrate modern technology, but rather to identify the sharid,
roots of language, technique, and technology in the concept of techné.
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