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The following dialogue is based upon conversations
which teok place ar Imperial College, London,
during July 1976.

Wilder: One thing that alwavs intrigued me is that,
given vour training as a formal engineer, vou're
probably most widely recognized for your human
communication interests, How did they evoive?

Cherry: Yes, it is true that my first degree—
1936—was in conventional engineering, and it was
outdated within 10 vears. I've argued ever since that
the education of engineers is something that can’t be
bascd upen the present dayv’s techniques or knowl-
edge. It can’t be just a matter of packing more in the
status guo, because that information is going 10 be
outdated very soon. The whole problem of educa-
tion is not to produce people with a lot of knowl-
edge, but pcople who are emotionaily able to
change.

In my own case, 1 came under all sorts of
influences afier the war which got me very dissatis-
fied with the current traditions of engineenng
educartion. Ir seemed to me that it was not the way i
ought to be, and I came to think of engincering as
essentially a political or social study. It ought not to

be thought of as *‘applied science.” which carries
with it the implication that you learn a lot of science,
then you go away and apply it. That's quite the
reverse of what has happened in many instances; in
eaglier times especially, when science in fact was
“interpreted technology. '™ The science which vou
pursue is that which is possible in the society of the
day, that which is of interest to the establishment,
and which they'll finance. 1t comes out of the
economy—it’s not something that’s just completely
free.

As | gradually became dissztisfied with engineer-
ing as just applied science and saw that you've gorto
know a lot more abourt people, I became interested
in the whole subject of design—what we mean by
good and bad desien. [ thought that one could
¢riticize an enormous amount of technology in that
way. because it 1s designed without adequate
thought about the people and the society it's going
into. It's just designed ““technically”™ and then it's
hoped that the public can somehow adapt to it. One
stmking nstance was in the carly computer field,
where they produced computers which were dif-
ficult to operate and whi-h required special training
to use, It was a long time before they got onto a
realization that they should know a lot more about
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how people perceive and behave, now thev are
able and willing to operate, in order to design
computers to be more readily usable.

Wilder: So you saw in voursell’ an emerging inter-
est in human factors—Ilearning how peopie goabout
their work or whatever they do—-so that human data
could be fed back into the design principles used by
electronics engineers and computer scientists?

Cherry: Yes, lct me pur if this way. | think
engincers oughr to be educated in a way which
makes them much more mindful of the human
being, his abilites. limuations, and feelings.
They’ve been pursuing science for too long. you
see, as a 2oal. They think of themselves as sort of
pseudo-scientists. and they're not screntists at all.
We have this trouble in Britain more than you
do—where the engineer has a feeling he has
somehow not quite made it—he’s not a good
enough *‘scientist. " Of course. if he is educated to
be a scientist. and he’s not one. he's going to be an
unhappy person. He sees himsell as the wrong kind
of person. He's been taught to be something that he
s not. [ submit that this is educationzlly a bad
policy.

The forces that made me see this eventually were
the result of a six-month visit to Bosion in 1952
centered at MIT with Jerry Weisner. That was a
fascinating time. really. A lot of people concerned
with communication more or ics§ came
together—Norbert Weiner, of course, was one of
them—but there were a lot of others that had a
bigger influence on me. One was the linguist
Roman Jakobson. The psychologists. too, like
George Miller.

I was very much influenced by these men. no
doubt about it, and that started off an interest in
studies of perception. [ thought that we didn’t know
enough about human perception 1o talk adequately
about design of telephone equipment and services or
any other communication equipment; we didn’t
know enough about speech. for exampie.

At that time, engineers were being taught that
the purpose of a communication channel was to
transmit a signal without distortion. Preservation of
the waveform, you see. was considered ail impor-

tant. Well, psychologically speaking. this is not so.
We can distort that signal bevond all recognition (by
any mathematical measure) in ways that will ensure
that it still sounds the same—you can hardly tell the
difference. It's not to be understood by study of
waveforms and Fourier analvsis and the like. And
it's the same with vision, in that it’s not the purpose
of a television channel to preserve the video
waveform with accuracv—it’'s to communicate
adequate signals 10 make vou see something, “gnd
thercfore [.argued that they needed w know u lor
more about perception. Afse, at that time, many
others were interested in hearing, even more than
vision, I think. Such worries stugted me on my
downward path!

Wilder: The **Cocktail Party Problem’"?

Cherry: Yes, the Cocktail Party Problem was the
first one that came up. It had never struck me
kefore, vou see, but thinking of communication in
terms of people speaking it’s obvious thar the kev
problem is: How do vou separate two voices? *"We
Jdon't know' was the answer then, WWe stil] don’t
know. It two people talk at once you can listen to
one or the other. but you can’t make an clectrical
device that does this. The Cockeail Party Problem
was unsolved and still is. Engineers at that tume
were talking about signal-10-noise ratios and things
like that which, again, has nothing 10 do with it.

The six months at MIT got me in contact with a
lot of others. 1 did a certain amount of work with
people in other disciplines there and did some
writing with them, and that really got me wondering
what the heck we were trying 1o do, as communica-
tion engineers.

Wilder: Was that the beginning of vour interest in
information theory and cybernctics?

Cherrv: Yes, that was part of the same tlime—
information theory, ‘especially. We were fairly
closely connected with that move here at [mperial
College. Shannon came across here, as did Jemry
Weisner and various other people and we held four
big meetings in London on it. And at that time it
seemed as though information thevury was giving the
answers to a lot of questions. Now, since then, [
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have the gravest doubts about this and so have
others. It hasn't helped us a tot to understand human
communication, nor even really technical commu-
nicauon, it's done centain things. very imporian!
things, bui at that time it seemed as though here was
a language for talking about the human communica-
von field. Bur it's not. It's mathematical, it’s the
way mathematicians think. but it's inadequate
because it leaves out the whole psvchological side.
Information theory helps us 1o measure the effi-
ciency of our technical channels, and that’s very,
very important. lts major result, in my opinion, has
been the development of coding theory. But it
doesn’'t help us much to understand human commu-
nication.

Wilder: It seems to me that information theory
dead-ends when people try to make is basic
heuristic notions much more powerful than they
were even intended to be.

Cherrv: Yes. it died a natural death for that reason.
The linguists got virtually nothing out of informa-
ton theory, [ would say. T don’t know if everyone
wauld agree, but ['d say it misled them, led them up
the garden path. There's no reason why they
shouldn’t learn it even todav. mind you, because the
subject is of some intcrest. But in the ume I am
thinking about—in the fifties—it led some of them
to believe they had a tool which was going 10 be of
great linguistic importance. [don™t think it has done
much to help them, though. You don’t hear much
about information theory among finguisis now, and
it’s the same with psvchologists. some of whom
thought they'd got a gift from heaven. It was a blind
alley.

Disillusionment with information theory got me
onte the American philosopher Sanders Peirce.
Partly because. again. Roman Jakobson put me in
touch with the work. And it was then I discovered
that people have thought about this problem of
communtcation for hundreds of wvears at a
philosophical level. And vou cun see. through
Peirce, which pant information theory has clarified
and which part it hasn’t— Sanders Peirce really got
it straight. John Locke laid the foundations.

Wilder: You've adopted Charles Morris’
1axonom»—aof syntactic. semantie. and pragmatic
dimensions of human communication. In which of
these areas have we made the most progress?

Cherrv: Oh, svntax, of course. the lowest level.
It’s closer 1o the physical sciences, and ean be dealt
with in a more formal, logical sense. Meaning is a
thing which is much more difticult: much more
argument is involved. But the pragmatic level. of
course, raises all the problems because We have
inadequate methods for studving it.

Wilder: Have the general semanticists led us am
closer 10 unraveling the meaning of meaning?

Cherrv: Well, personally, I'm not very much
impressed by the move towards semanuc studies
todav. for understanding human communication.
I'd sav it’s a study of meaning in its general sensc
and not its specific sense—an individual person in
an individual situation. It's the pragmatic level that
interests me. | wouldn't talk about the meaning of a
sign or the meaning of a word, but the meaning of
that sign on that occaston 1o that person in that
situation.

Wilder: General systems theorv is another ap-
proach to the study of human communication whicli
some find 1o be currently fashionable. In vour view,
what contribunion has it made?

Cherry: Well. I've got to be a bit careful because |
am sort of skeptical about it. 1 just don’t know whiut
people mean by *"peneral systems™” or whether thes
all mean the same thing. It's one of those subjects
where people come up to you and say, "‘Are you
doing any work on systems theories? " and vou say,
What's thmt?”" and they say. “*Ch. vou know,
systems theory.”” Then [suy “*No, 1don't know.™
and the answer in that case is “*No. Tam not.”" I'm
not sure what they mean by it. [ think it is one of
those invented subjects. although thev are right it
they mean that we lack understanding of large-scale
organizations.

Wilder: What approaches do voeu see, if any, which
have more power in explaining human communica-
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von: in psychology, in linguistics, in speech com-
fuuication, or any area’

Cherrv: Well, Tthink we've clarified several sepa-
tate fields. Communication is a thing vou can’t talk
ibout in one lunsuage—vou've cot to talk at
different levels, of course. And at the elecommunt-
cation level of trving to make better svstems, I'd
+till submit we've got to know a great deal more in
the expertmental psycholory tield about what hap-
pens when you hear meaningful sounds or see
meaningful designs, We're relutively ignorant in
this field comparcd to what we can do in the
technical field, but I sav vou can’t reaily separate
the two—it was wrong ever to have separaied them.
You see, the technical side developed very fast
because it was amenable to mathematics und it was
therefore twisted in order that mathematics could be
used. [ don't like to say this too loudly, because the
walls might fall Jown here. but it's a fact, vou see,
thut mathematics tsn't talking about the real world.
It's talking about ap invented. 1dealized world. So
that all matheniatical descriptions are idealized.
You might say physics is the same—it’s not talking
about reality. it’s talking about an ideulized reality.
You can only speak about it in terms that are suitable
for that particular torm of language. and all the other
1s ignored.

Any scientist knows this, of course—he's not
really talking about reality—but [ think, again, it
puts the technologist in a pecuiiar position because
he's got to operate without knowing all about it. He
has to operate in a state of partial 1gnorance. He
can't pretend that he knows. In some sense,
scientific thinking can lead you to believe that you
do know, but you can’t dedge 1t in technology.
You've got to make the thing. market it. sell it.
people use it. it falls down and people get killed—
you're in a world of nonideal siwations. All
technology must be compromise.

Wifder: Butisn'tit still possible for pecple building
communications technology to live inivory towers?

Cherrv: Yes. many of them do. [ think. But those
who are concerned with the installation of our vast
scale systems today probably do not, or do less so.

It"s all Aghe if you're talking about i ~vingle unit
sitting ot a lab bench., vou hnow—a box with
transistors in it and this sort ot thing. But once vou
talk about a telephone network 1o seme remote pars
of the world that’s going o aftect these people
there, you can’t think wholly in scientific terms.
Youcan'teven specify what it is vou necd until vou
find out something about human tactors. Engineens
must find out zbout what the needs are. otherwise
they're going to make wrong specificativns.

Technology must be a highly political mateer,
Betause you're involved in arbitrary chetee out of a
number ot alternatives. values must be involved.
You know thut there is no ideal selution hecause vou
can’t optimize ull your criteria at the same time.
You can’t make the system which is cheapest,
which arthe same time is the most relinble, or which
1s going to serve the greatest number of people, or,
for example. is going to open up vour export market
10 the greatest extent. We know we can’tdo all these
things simultaneously. therefore which do you do?
And before vou've decided what vou're coing todo.,
vou can’t even specity what vou're going (o make;
so how can it be anything but a political matter?

I think communication engincers should consider
ceriain philosophical arguments to reveal some of
the clichés that exist around the subject. People go
on repeating the same sort of thing over and over
again and 1t becomes “‘truth.”” [ think engineers
ought to know something of the history and soctol-
ogy of technology wo. They still talk about com-
munication as “'sending signals,”” und it doesn’t
mean sending signals. Communication means shar-
ing. That's what the word means. after all. Informa-
tion is not a commeodity. to be exchanged,

Wifder: Two decades ago, when vou wrote On
Human Communicaiion. you observed signs of a
movement to unify and integrate the field of
communication studies. How far have we come?

Cherry: Well, not very far. [ wouldn't suy we've
unified studies into a single study of
communication—that will never happen because
vou can talk about the subject ar muny different
teveis. What the postwar time at MIT did, that I've
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referred 10, was to get many people in touch with
each other from different disciplines. it made
respectabie 1o talk with other disciplines in the field,
That’s easier in the States than here: frankly, it's not
s0 respectable here, To put communication nto a
single discipline of the established kind, to say: Is it
engineering” Is itlinguistics? Is it psychology?, istw
jubel it, and I'm saving you can’t do this. By its
nature it's an interdisciplinary subject, but it’s not a
popular thing to explore in such a wav here in
Britmn. The academic divisions arc still ughter
here. It's noteasv to do. it's not popular. and it’s not
a subject which has therefore received a great deal
of aitention in many cenlers here, at least compared
with the States.

Wilder: 1sn't there. however, an interest in Britain
tn so-called mass communication?

Cherrv: Oh—1 ualways recoil when people talk
about **mass communication.”” It’s a misnomer. It
suggests conreript for the "‘masses’” —anybody
else bul vou. “"Mass communication’” is a deroga-
tory terinn in Britain, people use it as such. When one
here speaks of “*mass communication™ it automati-
cally colors the subject. You're not going to say
anything good about it if you use that term.

Wilder: 11think it is guite the reverse in the United
States. where mass communication is seen as a
somewhat seductive area of study, interest, and
work. That cultura] difference in definttion of the
term reminds me of when you once quoted Oscar
Wilde's point about England and America being
“‘two countries separated by acommon language. ™

Cherry: Yes, I think it was Oscur Wilde. Bernard
Shuw used it, but [ think he pinched it from Wilde.

Wilder: Do you find this to be true in the research
comununity as well, that there are differences in
approach 1o the subject of human communication?
You've alreudy noted that there’s somewhat of a
culturul difference in the respectability of commu-
nication studies.

Cherrv: Yes, but | think it may be because the
U.S.A. is a newer community. Viewed from a
distance, i1 looks as if there’s concern in many

centers in the States about the problem of eommuni-

cation. almost as though 1t suggests that peopie are
wondering whether thev're succeeding in doing it
There's alwuys this trend. you know, that studies
arise because people are worried about it. You get
interested in something because you think you can't
do it. Perhaps the great inlterest in the States in
communication is because of the historical path,
since you've been a pant of the world which has
failed. in a sense. to get understood. especially
zoing back to the Isolationist Period, as they called
it. Since then, however. iiernational diplomacy
has gone through a revolution in the Siates, perhaps
not alway s for the better. ay some of us over here see
it. And now vou are having this strugele of trving 10
have diplomatic relations with some of the most
difficult parts ot the world where in earlier times we
had trouble, too; you see. so we know how difficuli
it is.

Wilder: And you gave up already . ..

Cherry: Yes. we gave up already. if you like: that's
right. So vou've got this public interest that comes
out n the press and eservwhere else about **How
the heck do we talk to the Arabs,'’ to put it simply,
and therefore there is a public interest in communi-
cation. } should think partly for this reason.

But | think you're also better at publicity. You
have waysof bringing people’s attention to the work
that’s going on in universitics and research centers,
We couid have here, but we don't. It 1sn't tradi-
tional, but | think a great trouble with this whole
professionalistn here is that if you attempt 1o
popularize any subject (if you're not careful). vour
academic colleagues will think you're leuing the
side down. Weltit's silly. really, and it’s even more
difficult for younger or junmior faculty to do it
They're worried abow criticism. They have 1o be
“with it"” a littte bit. Ii"s harder for the younger.
obviously. The older sou got the easter it is o be a
heretic—the risk is less. Therefore, changes iend to
be dene by the older people, which is not in itself a
good thing.

Wilder: If you were aguin 10 revise On Hhumean
Communicarion, what ¢hanges would you make?
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Cherry: Well. in fact. I've just been asked by the
MIT Press if I'd consider rewriting. I concluded that
it is not the sort of book that ought tobe **updared™:
it'd be nonsense, because the subject is so exploded
now it would be ridiculous to try and give any
impression of all the fields that have developed
today. Lthink I"d sav it ought te be as it was before,
with perhaps less weight put upon certain things
which have come 1o very little. | wouldn't like to
mention any particular examples of that. but one or
two things we had hopes in. at that time, haven't
zone any further—they were blind allevs. So ceriain
parts of it would be reduced. and it probably needs
some Kind of philosophical chapter in it about what
communication is and what it is not, which [ really
haven't dealt with adequately before. Intercultural
communication, for example; this doesn’t tail be-
cause people don’t send signals to each other.

Wilder: Your interest in interculturat communica-
tion seems to have emerged strongly inrecent years.
I believe you said, in an earlier conversation, that
you saw it as one of the most pressing areas for
research.

Cherry: Oh clearly. yes. I am sure we need much
more research in this area. Linguists. of course,
have been in the field for generations, but it's not
entirely a linguist's matter.

Wilder: What questions do we need to be asking
about intercultural communtication?

Cherry: 1f [ could say that, I'd be doing it, but there
is a lot going on. There has been an enormous
amount of work done in the political and diplomatic
fields, for example. But at the more popular level,
one might ask how popular images arise. To what
extent do we know other people’s popular images of
ourselves—their nature and their causes? It arises at
a popular level in two ways. One is through mass
tourism, which I think is a very bad thing; it does
harm, tn my view, because ot the ways people are
taught about other countries. They then go there and
see what they were taught to see, and to confirm
their preconceptions, if you like. So the teaching
about other cultures is a thing we need more
understanding about.

Wilder: Have telecommunications media made the
need to understand other culture s more compeiling?

Cherrv: Oh, yes, but not because there is much
message-sending at a personzl level to other
countries—there isn’t. Most prople have little or no
direct contact with other countries; their contact is
either through things like the press or through
broadcast communication systems.

We need to understand more about intercultural
communication partly because of these systems and
pantly because of the styles of popular travel that
have evolved in modem times, largely through the
airplane. | wonder—perhaps ['m just geuing old—
but [ wonder if this cheap travel is not a very bad
thing. It's very difterent for people who emigrate or
who have 1o work or have some kind of struggle
when they are in another country, but if they go as
tourists, completely protected, where the planning
is done by somebody else and they're just taken
around. they'll simply go and see the things they
know about and confirm their antique beliets—and
that’s backward looking, You can only read about
things as they were in the past. not as they are going
to be or are now. Your views of any other country
are old-fashioned and musit be.

This struck me forcibly, tor example. in my 1952
visit to the States. [ was situng in the New York
subway, quietly minding my own business, when
there was a man next to me who kept looking my
way. | knew he was going 10 speak in the end, [
knew he couldn’t resist. And finally he said. "*Say,
are you a Limey?" I said that. "*Yes, | was a
visitor.”” He was quiet, very quiet and polite about
it. And then in a most discreet sort of voice said,
**Say, have all your folks got shoes?"” And that was
in 1952!

Now why could he say that is what interested me,
Where did he get this idea? I am sure that vour
papers don’t teach you this, it's so ludicrous. So the
answer must have been that his parents emigrated
probably between 1901 and 1903 when it was a
particularly dreadful time in Britain and when a lot
of people didn’t have shoes—particularly some of
the three million or so that went across to the States
carly this century. And that’s been passed on from
father t0 son; he's got that image stuck in his mind.
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He probably knew it was not correct, but he sort of
had a feeling that he had to say something, and what

was he going to say except something sympathetic? -

I said "Oh ves, yes, we've gol plenty of shoes,
thanks very much.™’

What we know about other countrices is always
outdated, and therefore 1'd argue that unless vou
have some kind of direct contact with the institu-
tions of that country, such as making your own
living there. you have no idea what it's like.

You can only communicate as long as vou have a
common dentification, and by that ] mean common
institution in the strict social sense, be members of a
common group. { don’t see how vou can communi-
cate otherwise, because what are you sharing? I've
never seen it put this way. but it’s as simple as that
reallv—vou search for some common membership
before you can talk to anvbody in another culture,
What are you both members of? What common
ground is there, if you like. Anything outside of that
cannot fail to be misunderstood because we canonly
imerpret other people through the eyes of our own
institutions,

The commonest mistranslations, of course, are
words that suggest political. especially left-wing,
activity which are used in different countries in
different ways, | remember when [ went across in
1952, McCarthy was on the throne for ashort while,
and 1 used to be rather interested in pointing out that
I was a **socialist’” to see signs of shock on people’s
faces. because the word didn’t mean the same thing
to them as it did to me, Political terms are
particutarly dangerous, ‘vou can't translate, T was
quite safe talking in these terms, being a foreigner,
and in academic circles they understood quite well
inteflectually, aithough emotionally they might not
have. So words, as we all know, are completely
nisinterprcted. This is what Oscar Wilde was
getting at. The language is not in common. of
course, becausc the institutions aren’t shared.

Wilder: Youwamed in On Human Communication
against too rigid an adherence to the behaviorul
approach to communication studies, but said also
that we needed more precision in the formulation of
communication research. The ¢xpertmental method
and the behavioral approach apparently lend that

kind of precision. but i1n my own field, at least, one
of the Jargest divisions seems to be between the
behavioral scientists—perhaps even behavior-
ists—and cvervone clse. Do you have a sense of this
split?

Cherrv: Yes. this diviston still does exist, but when
we use a2 word like “*behaviorist’” 1 think we have 1o
be a litile more careful of what we mean. What I was
getting at there was the behavionst in the old-
fashioned sense of those who would exclude cogni-
tion and meaning. I am not against the idea of
behaviorism as simply meaning that all vou can
observe is observable things and conjectures should
be avoided. No, clearly. the field of psychology.
has advanced and will advance only in the be-
havioral sphere. But. at the same time, surely
anyone worth his salt would argue that concepts are
necded which are additional to those of physical
science when studying human behavior as distinct
from inanimate nature.

When a phyvsicist studies dead objects, he is
studying things that don’t themselves have any
tanguage—they can’t set up their own description.
Human beings use language and signs, just as the
observer describes them in language and signs.
Human beings are an articulate phenomenon and
this articulatton and its meaning is something which
is part of their behavior. It is when you say that it is
meaningful articulation that ali the difficulty arises,
because vou are interpreting what he is sayving. If
you aré going to communicale vou can't fail to
interpret. and as long as vou do it with the
realization that he may not mean the same as you do,
you're safe. The problem of meaning cannoi be
evaded in the study of human communication. |
don’t see how we can talk about communicaton if
we are contined entirely to the physical level. such
as information theory deals with,

Wilder: In vour view. do the methods of natural
science—the experimental methed, in particulur—
rranslate effectively into methods for social and
behavioral science research?

Cherrv: No. but not because these methods are
wrong, but because they are not adequate. Cenain
aspects of the method apply, but you are studying
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first of all an animate phenomenon. whereas the
methods of the physical sciences first evolved for
study of the inanimate world. When vou study
phenomena invulving peopie. part of the phencm-
ena is statements that they make that need interpret-
ing. In physical science vou are saved thar dilemma.
Mother Nature doesn’t talk to vou: you invent what
she is supposed to be saving. But when you are
dealing with human phenomena it’s not enough just
1o count and measure: yvou've got 1o 1nterpret.
Interpretation seems to be torced upon vou in
communication stidies. and theretore it is wrong {o
chase after the physical sciences as an ideal. I think
all the sciences involving linguistic. articulate
phenomena—human beings—have svitered as a
result of trying to do this, at some stage or other. |
don’t say that a fot of the detailed techniques of the
physical sciences aren’t applicable to statistical
analysis, tor example; there is nothing wrong with
that. [ simply say that it’s not adequate for the study
of human communication at the psychulogical lev-
el, one can'tavoid observation of svmbolic uctions.

Wilder: What place do you see, in communication
research. Yor narrowly defined experimental stud-
tes?

Cherrv: Oh, these detailed micro-studies have got
10 be done, but [ should think the main problem still
is deciding what is worth doing. !t seems to me that
we are gelling to a time where there is an urgent
need for more integrated thinking. We've gone to
micro-problems much to the neglect of the sort of
large scaie and more philosophical argument that
we had so much of in the last century, which moure or
less culminated with Max Weber and a few other
great thinkers on, you might say. the grand scale.
But where is work of this kind gotng on today?
Where are the strategic thinkers? [ just don't know.

Wilder: [t seems to me that this problem is com-
pounded by the fact that philosophy and the
humanities are getting preuy well cut-off from
communication research. You said earlier that
engineers don’t get enough training in thinking
about values and people-related issues. [ would say
that the same is becoming true of social and
behavioral scientists, where training has become

much mwore technical and methodologicuily self-
conscious, moving so rupidly away from the old
rhetorical philosophical considerations that some
people aren’t even aware that thuse considerations
ever existed. It concerns me deeply that we seem 10
have discounted philosophicul education in the field
of communication.

Cherry: Yes. it concerns me as well. It's wragic,
really. I agree with vou completely. because not

only have engineers in the past been taught physics -

as though it were enough. or that engincering ought
somehow be made precise in the sense that physics
is precise. In the case of socioloyists, for example,
certainly as long as they follow the methodology of
physics and talk about ubservabies in the same
sense, trving to reduce it to the language of physics
in order 10 make it more respectable, they'H also
miss the point, People’s behavior is not merely
physically observable action, it is essentially sym-
bolic action.

Wilder: What fundamental notions guide your role
as a teacher?

Cherry: 1 think [ have certain attitudes toward
teaching which may not be very fashionable. ]
certainly admit that the research students must be
ahead of me at all times. because they are doing the
work and [ am not. [ try not to tel! them what o door
what is right and what's wrong; essentiatly they are
finding out for themselves. | would argue that
education above the secondary level must be seif-
education; all [ can do is o try to make it possible.
As I said in an earlier anticle on educution, where |
defined the role and function of the teacher:
“Teaching is a bogus activity.”” We don't “*teach™
at all: learning is the real activity. [ cannot test the
hypothesis that [ am a good teacher’” except by
asking the question, **Have they learned?"” What [
observe is the learning, not the teaching. Theretore,
if I say that in teaching I **pass something vverto'”
students, [ am deceiving myself. Al [ do. I think, is
try o make a situation where their [caming can
proceed. That’s all you can do. The thing todo is to
get the student to realize and accept that teacher
doesn’t know all the answers. It's for him to say. If
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he can tell me, if he can teach me about it. then he's
learned—and so have I,

Wilder: 1t's somcwhat unsettling 1o think that
you're only a good teacher if your students excel
you, but it's true.

Cherrv: Yes, it's true. You'd be very disappointed
if they didn’t.

Wilder: 1 cap’t resist asking how your dog Pym
became so worthy as 1o garner the dedication for On

Human Communication, and consequently to get so

much fan mail.

Cherrv: Everybody knows it’s a tradition in this
country for writers lo be a bit eccentric; it's
respectable. At that ime, I was single and this dog
sat with me every night—sometimes right through
the night—he was ail [;had to dedicate it to. It also
struck me as facetiou;{ in away, because the book is
about human communication, but [ didn't expect it
to arouse such an interest. I've had letters from
many people who have enquired after him.

When the book came to be translated into
Russian. they had the greatest difficulty with this
dedication. The Russian translator asked me what it
meant, and asked if in Britain we were more
interested in our dogs than our children (but that

man had lived here in the UK. a year and I think he
was just being naughty!). In the end they left it
out—they gave no translation—which was wise, of
course.

Wilder: Yoursecond edition was dedicated to those
who had enquired after Pym. his fan ¢lub. Have you
thought ubout the dedication for a third edition?

Cherry: Oh. yes. The obvious thing to do now, you
sce, is to refer to all those dogs that have barked
astonishment that so many human beings should be
interested. One has 10 stop somewhere!

Wilder: ls there anvthing you would like 10 add te
the mapy topics we have covered?

Cherrv: We have covered a very wide field, and 1
am son of thinking out loud when I am talking iike
this. [ do not want 1o appear dogmatic on anything at
all, for I think we are dealing with things which we
know very littie about—we're groping all the time. |
think what I've tried to do is to look into the errors,
or, if you like, into the deceptions of traditional
thinking. The biggest enemy of all. in my mind. is
the cliché. Cliché-thinking deceives us all the
time—we just say something because we have
always said it. Communication is filled with popu-
lar myths that arc passed on. We don’t understand it
as a process at all.



