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Reasons for adopting a broader view of a communicator 
to better comprehend communication

Argumenty przemawiające za szerszym spojrzeniem na postać 
komunikatora w celu lepszego zrozumienia komunikacji

The article presents arguments in favour of a broader viewpoint on the communicator 
by assuming his/her complexity so as to better comprehend the process of communication. 
The elaboration utilises the ecolinguistics paradigm which currently offers the broadest 
understanding of the concept.
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Communication is an inevitable life activity – we interact in order to obtain 
information, pass on data, maintain contact. One may even claim that without 
communication we, as humans, would not be able to function properly and 
efficiently. Some scholars  place the very act of communication within an “ever-
changing, multilayer grid of life processes” (Bogusławska-Tafelska 2011: 9). 
It is noticeable that the amount of research regarding communication is growing, 
even outside the scope of humanities and social sciences. Researchers dealing 
with neurosciences constantly provide results suggesting that the human brain is 
more complex than it has been previously assumed. As the ability to communicate 
undeniably involves neural processes, it seems well-grounded to adopt a broader 
view of the issue than the classic one, discussed later in the paper. A simple 
speaker-message-receiver model no longer fits into the most recently accepted 
scientific approach adopted by, e.g. cognitivists, ecolinguists. Especially the figure 
of a communicator demands a fresher look, proving the main aim of this paper.

In the aforementioned classic view, created by Aristotle approximately in 
the 4th century B.C., communication is perceived as a rather one-way process 
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(Kowalewska 2011: 62). The process is initiated by an orator, who is an individual 
producing a message. The content of the message, referred to as the argument, is 
then transmitted through a channel straight to the audience – a passive receiver of 
the message. This model can be illustrated by the following graph.

Orator Argument Channel Audience

Figure 1. Aristotelian model of communication

According to this model, the audience is not given an opportunity to reply 
or somehow react to what is being said, the sole purpose of its existence is to listen 
to the delivered argument and accept it; hence the shape of the graph. Such a view 
significantly limits possible scenarios of communication – there seems to be only 
one manner of interaction. Due to its extreme simplicity, this Aristotelian model has 
been treated as a foundation for other communication models (Kowalewska 2011: 
62). However, it cannot be forgotten that this attitude towards communication 
imposes various constraints, two of which shall be briefly discussed with the orator 
as a reference point.

First of all, this model does not account for the environment surrounding 
the orator. It seems as if he/she is separated from any outside influence of other 
people, surges of emotions, etc. The message is created in an unperturbed mind 
of the orator. As a consequence, we may interpret the message solely on the basis 
of its literal meaning. Presently, it is well known that other factors, such as, inter 
alia, non-verbal signs accompanying speech or the tone of voice, affect the overall 
reception of the message. But this model downplays any external influence on 
the orator whatsoever, simultaneously accentuating the purely verbal aspect of 
communication. One may conclude that words are paramount in the communication 
process. 

Second of all, the audience does not respond in any way to the message. One 
may wonder whether it is still communication if there is no feedback or response. 
The orator provides a kind of a monologue targeted at the audience, but does not 
obtain any feedback regarding, e.g. the comprehension of its content. It seemingly 
endows the orator with a lot of freedom of expression. However, it subliminally 
implies that he/she is not to mislead the audience or manipulate the message by any 
means – the responsibility for the worldview of the audience lies in the hands of 
the orator. It puts a lot of pressure on the creator of the argument, at the same time 
insinuating god-like powers that may be potentially hard to resist. 

From this very brief insight into some of the limitations imposed by the most 
basic model of communication (though old, still ever-present in communica-
tion studies), we notice how poorly the true nature of the speaker is reflected. 
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This model has been selected deliberately to highlight the need to see communi-
cation and its components as internally complex. Researchers noticed those, and 
obviously many other, constraints and began developing more elaborate models 
so as to provide an exhaustive approach. 

As an example of the said progress in the science of communication, 
a viewpoint on communication proposed by George Miller in 1951 shall be 
discussed shortly (Nęcki 1996: 20). In this view, the process of communication, 
understood as transmission of information from one place to another, is divided 
into five classes. The first one, referred to as the source, is the person producing the 
transmitted message. Then the source uses the emitter, which is a biological system 
or a device which changes the message into a transmittable form of energy, since 
the message per se cannot be sent as it cannot travel through space in its original 
form. The energy travels through a channel – means of overcoming the spatial and 
temporal distance between a sender and a receiver. The receiver is a system that 
changes the energy back into a piece of information. The last class in the model 
is the target, meaning an individual person or a group of people the message is 
addressed at. 

Source Emitter Channel Receiver Target

Figure 2. Graphic representation of the model of communication by G. Miller

In this approach, we see a more elaborate description of the role of the sender 
(in the Aristotelian model a corresponding role would be that of the orator).  He/she 
is the person who composes the message; however, this message is not presented 
by him/her. In order to deliver the message, the emitter has to be used. It is possible 
to conclude that, because of the presence of an intermediary device between the 
source and the actual message, alterations of some sort may be made to the original 
content. In other words, the emitter may not be able to produce a message identical 
with the one created in the mind of the source. This may be further illustrated by the 
Chomskyan notions of linguistic competence and performance (Chomsky 1965), 
especially when the emitter is a biological system of the source – that is the vocal 
tract. Frequently, it is not possible to reproduce a concept verbally and maintain 
the exact same message. One may conclude that “only under the idealisation 
set forth in the preceding paragraph [namely that the source “is unaffected by 
such grammatically irrelevant conditions as memory limitations, distractions, 
shifts of attention and interest, and errors (random or characteristic) in applying 
his knowledge of the language in actual performance” (Chomsky 1965: 3)] 
is performance a direct reflection of competence” (Chomsky 1965: 4). 
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Even though Miller’s model of communication is said to be linguistically-
oriented and focused on the language rather than on communicative processes, we 
already see that more attention is devoted to the person sending the message than 
in the previously presented model. He/she acquires an ability to mentally create an 
ideal message, which may be misunderstood only if any disturbances occur in the 
emitter and along the channel. 

The two models discussed above were chosen deliberately to briefly 
demonstrate the evolution of views on communication. The first one constitutes 
a foundation for all research into communication – its simplicity and significance 
make it an eternally valid point of reference for each and every model of 
communication. Miller’s model, developed nearly two millennia later, shows that 
communication is in fact an internally complicated process and requires further 
investigation. In his model, the role of a communicator (referred to as the source) 
gained more attention; however, this model still does not cover the complexity of 
the participator of the communication process. 

Currently probably the most in-depth approach to the role of the communicator 
is offered by the field of ecolinguistics. It is a recently established branch of 
linguistics, based on the premises corresponding to those advocated by ecology in 
biological studies. The first reference of such sort was made by Einar Haugen in 
1972 in his book entitled The Ecology of Language (Fill 2001: 61). The paradigm 
offered by ecolinguistics points to a close relationship between an individual, the 
language used by the individual and their environment (Bogusławska-Tafelska 
2008: 59). Assuming a global perspective, the Earth is to be perceived as a large 
whole where all constituents exist in a state of homeostasis (Bang 2006: 251). 

It is worth pointing out that ecolinguistics does not separate itself from 
cognitive linguistics (Bogusławska-Tafelska, Swiderska, Wisniewska 2010: 22). 
The main difference between the two lies in the point of the main focus. Cognitive 
linguistics, more mainstream in linguistic studies, connects human behaviour to 
specific areas in the brain and mental operations, while ecolinguistics pays attention 
to “the momentary, dynamic links between the cognitive system and the rest of the 
intraorganism, interorganism and environmental context” (Bogusławska-Tafelska, 
Swiderska, Wisniewska 2010: 22). In this viewpoint, prior achievements of science 
and/or linguistics are not discarded, but prospectively united into a coherent theory 
of language (Bogusławska-Tafelska 2013: 13). 

Another interesting assumption of the field of ecolinguistics is that it 
categorises language as one of life processes, which pulsates and constantly evolves 
into a multilayer grid easily affected by the internal world of a user and his/her 
external environment (Bogusławska-Tafelska 2011: 10). It is advocated that only 
by involving researchers representing various fields of science and  methodologies 
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can “the multilayer language grid be investigated functionally and effectively” 
(Bogusławska-Tafelska 2011: 10). Bearing in mind the complexity of processes 
involved in communication and the complex nature of the human organism, such 
cooperation seems natural as a single individual cannot hold the entire knowledge 
required by a given research study (Schrödinger 2007: 1).

Having briefly presented the ecolinguistic viewpoint, we may now discuss the 
model of communication this field offers. In terms of terminology, ecolinguistics 
does not speak of a speaker and a receiver of communication through a channel, 
but focuses on a communicator surrounded by a quantum and classical worldview 
simultaneously, playing the role of a speaker and a receiver at the same time. The 
meaning of a message consists of signs which are given momentary values specific 
in a particular encounter. An ideal communicator is aware that conventional 
meanings of signs, namely those rooted in history and culture of a group the 
communicator belongs to, may be altered or even abandoned to meet specific 
situational needs (Bogusławska-Tafelska 2013: 70). The creativity in language use 
is strongly highlighted. It is the result of a subjective experience of each person, 
generating meanings specific to a given communicator at a given point in time 
(Bogusławska-Tafelska 2013: 71).

Another change in the terminology adopted by ecolinguistics concerns 
channels of communication. As this term evokes an image of a passageway 
separated from the outside environment, the term modality has been proposed to 
be used instead. Since it is claimed that communication uses cognitive, emotional, 
biochemical and quantum modalities each organism is equipped with, such a shift 
in terminology seems justifiable (Bogusławska-Tafelska 2013: 73). So words 
and  body language (at times included by those more aware) are in fact only one 
of many constituents of the process. Moreover, the visualisation of the process 
of transmitting a message alters – it is no longer a message travelling through 
‘a tube’, but rather a flow of information received by means of the abovementioned 
modalities. They may be understood as devices used to receive messages on 
different levels of awareness, consciousness and organismic structures.

In terms of perception, the communicator is not a singular living system, 
separated from the world in his/her creative endeavours of producing a message, 
but becomes a conscious person who may easily abandon the boundaries imposed 
in the eyes of previous approaches (Bogusławska-Tafelska 2013: 19). Creativity in 
language use was also mentioned in other models, but the ecolinguistic approach 
accentuates it particularly strongly. Additionally, an ideal communicator is aware 
of the possibilities of creative language use – he/she may communicate by joining 
the collective awareness model or preserve the autonomy in communicative 
interactions. This dual nature of each communicator in the ecolinguistic standpoint 
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is not intended to be a burden – the choice of the paradigm of action is not forced by 
any external force. What is more, as a social being, an ecolinguistic communicator 
agrees to follow certain conventions from time to time (Bogusławska-Tafelska 
2013: 72). If it is convenient or more economical, the communicator may use the 
established conventions for communication. However, if the situation requires it, 
he/she may endow the words with a momentary value relevant for this situation 
only.

Assuming a quantum stance, so popular in ecolinguistics, we may state that 
the communicator is not a being that can be examined in isolation. Karakostas 
states that “we must conceive of independent reality as a highly entangled whole 
with the consequence that it is impossible to conceive of parts of this whole as 
individual entities, enjoying autonomous existence, each with its own well-defined 
pure state” (Karakostas 2007: 290). All constituents of the world are intertwined, 
being affected and affecting others at the same time. So the communicator, his/her 
interlocutor, social conventions, modalities, etc. are constantly under the  influence 
of external and internal factors, never truly independent and objective. It has been 
proven by calculations – out of an astounding 100 billion bits of data received by 
a human being per second, only 100 bits undergo conscious processing (according 
to Professor Andrzej Wróbel) (Bogusławska-Tafelska: Human Communication...). 
If a human being was to consciously process all the information received through 
modalities, it would exceed their neural capacity and lead to severe damage on many 
levels. To illustrate this point, we may imagine a situation in which several persons 
witness a road accident. None of them can claim to have seen the only true scenario 
– they consciously processed only a portion of the information received during the 
event. Each witness paid attention to (slightly or significantly) different aspects 
– aspects which were relevant with reference to their experience, preferences, etc. 
Therefore, each ‘truth’ will be different and at the same time valid. 

Based on the above deliberations, it seems obvious that one cannot see the 
communicator as a one-dimensional being in order to fully grasp the concept 
of communication itself. This claim is supported not only by some theoretical 
reflections, but also by science. An analogy may be drawn with another field, 
namely manipulation in human interactions. A single facial expression or body 
language clue typically associated with lying is not a definite statement of 
a malicious intent. Evidence suggests that in most cases the circumstances, rather 
than the behaviour of a particular person, contribute to the disclosure a lie (Frank, 
Menasco, O’Sullivan 2008: 2). Researchers argue that the so-called Pinocchio 
response, a universal pattern for deception leakage valid in all circumstances for 
all persons, has not been proven to exist (Frank, Menasco, O’Sullivan 2008: 2). 
In order to see the entire image and then, only then, conclude whether our 
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communicator is trying to deceive us, we have to take into consideration a variety 
of factors affecting the person we interact with. Emotional states, diseases, 
relationship status, etc. – they all influence our behaviour and language used in 
conversations. To more or less correctly assess the truthfulness, we must look at 
the big picture; relying on one clue is neither professional nor efficient. Allan and 
Barbara Pease, renowned researchers into body language, suggest that reading 
body language is like reading a sentence (Pease, Pease 2004: 21). Each gesture is 
a single word, it gains its correct (in given circumstances) meaning if interpreted on 
the level of the sentence. They provide an example of head scratching – a person 
performing this gesture may be lying, but may also be sweaty, uncertain or have 
dandruff (Pease, Pease 2004: 21). A similar pattern applies to communication 
– it has to be seen as a process, not a singular event chopped up into clear-cut 
elements. The communicator is affected by internal and external influences, 
altering the way the message is conceived and conveyed with reference to the 
original concept in the mind. Subsequently, the message interpretation and the 
response of another communicator is modified according to relevant factors. 
Just as we cannot determine true intentions of our interlocutor by looking at an 
isolated behavioural clue, it is not possible to comprehend communication without 
accepting the premise that the communicator is a part of a larger interconnected 
whole, whether we choose to follow the ecolinguistics paradigm or not.
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Streszczenie

Celem niniejszego artykułu jest przedstawienie powodów przemawiających za przyjęciem 
szerszego spojrzenia na postać komunikatora. Zdaniem autora tylko takie podejście zapewnia odpo-
wiednie zrozumienie procesu komunikacji. Na początku przedstawiony zostaje model komunikacji 
opracowany przez Arystotelesa w IV w. p.n.e., który dzięki swej prostocie stał się fundamentem 
innych modeli. Dla podkreślenia rozwoju rozumienia komunikacji na przestrzeni wieków omówiono 
również podejście G. Millera. Jest to bardziej rozwinięta analiza zagadnienia, szczególnie ze wzglę-
du na interesującą nas postać osoby kreującej wiadomość. Obecnie najszerszy pogląd w tej materii 
przedstawia stosunkowo młoda gałąź językoznawstwa − ekolingwistyka. Przyjmując założenia 
ekologii i fizyki kwantowej, udowadnia, że komunikator jest z natury częścią skomplikowanego 
systemu, w którym wszystkie części składowe wzajemnie na siebie wpływają. Artykuł kończy się 
podsumowaniem i udowodnieniem tezy poprzez porównanie rozumienia procesu komunikacji do 
odczytywania języka ciała. 

Summary

The aim of the article is to present reasons for adopting a broader view on the persona 
of a communicator. To the author’s mind, only such an approach enables us to better understand 
the communication process. At the beginning, the communication model developed by Aristotle 
around 4 centuries before Christ is presented. Due to its simple structure, it became a foundation 
for other models. To outline the development in understanding communication over centuries, the 
approach advocated by G. Miller is shown. It is a more extensive analysis of the concept, especially 
with respect to the message-creating person of our interest. At present, the broadest approach to this 
issue is offered by a relatively young branch of linguistics, namely ecolinguistics. Absorbing the 
ecology and quantum physics-related assumptions, it assumes that each communicator is by nature 
a part of a complicated system, in which all constituents affect each other. The article finishes with 
a summary and a claim supporting the thesis by comparing communication process comprehension 
to reading body language.


