Amoral Science


The question of being amoral has been asked of science, of knowledge, and of just about everything we study, do or accomplish. Proponents of certain beliefs assert that science is a key, and that the same key that could open the doors of heaven could unleash the fury of hell. Communication Research may be no different. In itself, it doesn’t really compel us to use it for anything in particular. We decide the means with which we use it, the standards under which it falls under, the tenets with which the field may be judged. And we try to benefit from it.

It is capable of good. Because we have studied, and continue to study, communication and its nuances, we have learned more about ourselves, about our tendencies, about the way we live and should live. It is certainly capable of evil. As for any worthwhile area of study, some are willing to go to great lengths to find an answer to various questions, in the most extreme cases causing emotional distress, psychological and physical harm. There is no cap to the things Communication Research can do, good or otherwise.

So is it inherently either? The same people who say that science is neither good or evil but an amplification- a tool, really- of both would probably say it is. Because in itself it doesn’t assert what it should be used for. Because in itself it is neutral, passive, nonchalant.

It is a much more complex issue. Because any human enterprise is colored by the people who have invented its tenets, the enterprise in itself exhibits certain tendencies. Biology is neutral, and may certainly used for destructive purposes. One doesn’t have to look very far to see carcinogens developed because of certain mistakes, and weapons deliberately invented under the field. But it saves millions of lives yearly, and it will continue to. Neutral though it may be, Biology changed the complexion of human understanding and history.

As has Communication Research, and it has its own leanings. The reason there us a systematic study of communication, the reason there is a study at all of human nature, is because we want to learn about ourselves. We have an uncontrollable urge to limit guesswork, and ground certain decisions to fact. Without that, we really don’t have much. And the availability of it, I imagine, isn’t inherently neutral. It is inherently good.

Communication Research can be a pain, as anybody who has read about positivism and McLuhan will probably agree to. But the results- collectively of the good, ethical, and competent studies and the bad, unethical procedureless studies- enrich society, and push comes to shove, enriches humankind. Is there anything more inherently good in the world?

Enough about the results of Communication Research. The process of studying ourselves is in itself an end, apart from knowing when symbolic convergence takes place and being able to argue that the message doesn’t matter. The same way the arts concern themselves not just with portraits but strokes, the process of studying communication is in itself a goal. That one may be able to study communication in the same way someone else in the world is studying another aspect of communication is beautiful, and free. That we are all able to arrive at certain questions, not just answers, together, is in itself a product of the shared inquiry into meaning. That freedom isn’t neutral. It has never been. It was then, like it is now, a powerful, liberating, inherently good thing.

