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Abstract

In this paper, | discuss intersections between the work of George Kelly’s (1970) personal construct
theory and postmodern thought according to Mumby’ s (1997) postmodern communication conditions.
After abrief summary of postmodern influences to the social sciences via Rosenau (1992), | explore the
extent to which George Kelly can be considered an “affirmative postmodern” scientist according to the
basic corrolaries of personal construct theory. Next, | draw on Mumby’ s four postmodern communication
conditions -- 1) communication is (im)possible; 2) communication is political; 3) communication isfor
self-de(con)struction; and 4) communication is subjectless -- to offer areformulation of some basic tenets
of personal construct theory. | conclude the paper by illustrating how an interpersonal communication
project by Duck (1994) -- dready informed by personal construct theory -- could be re-articul ated
according to a postmodern(ized) Kelly.
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“[The scientist] does not hold up his[or her] theoretical proposal to be judged so much in terms of
whether it isthe truth at last or not -- for [the scientist] assumes from the outset that ultimate truth is not so
readily at hand -- but to be judged in terms of whether his[or her] proposition seemsto lead toward and
give way to fresh propositions; propositions which, in turn, maybe more true than anything else has been
thus far.”
—Kelly (1970, p. 67)

“[Languageis not] so much a means of representing reality, or shielding us from it, nor so much ameans
of communication between persons, but more an instrument for probing the future and, at the same time,
maintaining our composure in the face of onrushing events.”

— Kelly (1969b, p. 148)

“...far from marginalizing communication as a human activity, postmodernism contributes to a more
insightful understanding of the processes through which communication, identity, and power intersect.”

— Mumby (1997, p. 23)

Introduction

In the first quotation above, George Kelly (1970) invites researchers to elaborate upon his personal
construct approach that theorizes how people construct their worlds based on the way they anticipate
events. By elaborating on this basic premise, Kelly generates corollaries concerning this constructive
process, individuality, organization of constructs, the dichotomous nature of constructs, choice, range of
convenience, experience, modulation within aperson’s construct system, fragmentation, commonality, and
sociality (Kelly, 1970). Despite the richness of his theoretical approach, however, Kelly wasrelatively
silent about matters of language, communication, ideology, and power (Solas, 1992; Balnaves & Captiti,
1993), all facets of the socia world to which postmodernists are drawn. The purpose of this paper, then, is
to present complementary and contradictory intersections between Kelly’s personal construct theory and
emerging insights from postmodernist thought, specifically asit relates to communication, subjectivity, and
relating practices. After abrief summary of postmodernist challenges to the socia sciences, and the
modern subject in particular, | will address how Kelly and postmodernist thinking can productively inform
one another, and then present a brief example of an interpersonal/relational research project that is sensitive

to Kelly’ sinsights and postmodernist critiques.

Postmoder nist challenges: A brief summary
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To begin an inquiry into postmodernism, it isimportant to Situate this body of intellectual work
relative to the historical tradition it inherits, called modernism. Authors locate modernity in different ways.
For example, Rosenau (1992) notes that some people argue modernism refers to the fifteenth to nineteenth
century, and that postmodernism has been evolving for the past 150 years. Other people adopt a different
position, not necessarily inconsistent with the previous argument, that postmodernism is a more recent
phenomenon, emerging in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Further, people disagree over whether or not
postmodernism represents a clean “break” from modernism, or if itisitslogical continuation. Although
modernism itself is heterogeneous and complex (p. 5), the modernist “ project” in its most foundational
sense concerns the liberation of humanity by eradicating forms of irrationality and ignorance. Under
modernity, the sovereign, rational, conscious, logical, and coherent individual is centered as the origin of all
human activity (p. 42; Stewart, 1991).

Postmodernism -- itself not aunitary tradition -- represents a collection of work generated by
artists, intellectuals, musicians, architects, etc., to come to terms with the condition called postmodernity.
The human condition called postmodernity refers to atime when many people have become skeptical about
whether these (modernist) attempts at liberation through moral claims and traditional institutions are
actualy liberating or if they are used to constrain and subjugate. For example, oneintellectual associated
with postmodernism, Jean-Francois Lyotard (1984), contended that the modernist liberatory project
proceeded through political, socid, and religious meta-narratives (or, global, al-encompassing worldviews)
such as progress, religion, secular humanism, etc. and hence his oft-cited definition of postmodernism as an
“incredulity toward metanarratives’ (p. Xxiv).

To the extent that postmodernists would cohere to formulate a*“project,” it might entail a critique
of modernist thought by reflection and deconstruction. Jacques Derrida (1981) is credited with
formulating the strategy of deconstruction which is an attempt break open rigid dichotomies, such as
man-woman, through adual process of reversing the dichotomy (privileging woman over man, rather than
man over woman) and then reinscribing woman as the term to formulate a critical response (Solas, 1992).
Rather than seeking unity and closure (a modernist goal), the goal of deconstruction isto open up possible

alternative and provisional meanings. Thus, the postmodernist goal of critiquing modernism is not to
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formulate a once-and-for-all alternative to these grand metanarratives. Rather, it isto deconstruct them to
illustrate why no grand metanarrative can establish any firm ground to build claims upon. Postmodernism
also wants to recover those aspects that the metanarratives of modernity excluded: irrationality, intuition,
emotions, tradition, personal experience, etc. which iswhy postmodern work emphasizes that which is
marginalized, ignored, deprived of power, and “ off the beaten track” (Rosenau, 1992; Wood & Duck,
1995). Thegoal isnot to “improve and perfect” but to make explicit taken-for-granted assumptions and
to undermine any foundational claims (Rosenau, 1992, p. 9).

Rather than thinking of a modernist-postmodernist dichotomy, however, Dennis Mumby (1997)
encourages usto think of four distinct, yet overlapping, discourses concerning (post)modernity: a discourse
of representation (positivist modernism), adiscourse of understanding (interpretive modernism), a
discourse of suspicion (critical modernism), and a discourse of vulnerability (postmodernism). This
framework is also characteristic of the mixture and hybridity of the postmodern condition where
postmodern discourses exist simultaneously among modernist discourses (Rosenau, 1992). Mumby talks
specifically about an “affirmative’ version of postmodernism (see below) as adiscourse of vulnerability
because, as discussed above, it iswary of smply reinscribing another totalizing metanarrative. Instead,
postmodernism is more tentative, provisional, and local in its response to the (postmodern) world. It offers
“indeterminacy rather than determinism, diversity rather than unity, difference rather than synthesis,
complexity rather than smplification” aswell as confidence in emotion over impartial observation,
relativism over objectivity, and fragmentation over totalization (Rosenau, 1992, p. 8).

It isimportant to acknowledge that postmodernity -- nor modernity, for that matter -- itself isnot
unitary asthere are many divergent and contradictory views. Rosenau (1992) argues that she can construct
enough coherence, however, to articulate two broad forms of postmodernism: one moderate (affirmative and
optimistic), and the second, extreme (skeptical and cynical). She acknowledges that the boundary between
these two overlap and bleed, but they still may be useful to get a tentative handle on the complexity of
postmodernity (and constructing her own affirmative tendencies). She argues that both agree in their
critique of modernity, but differ in where they take this critique. For the skeptical postmodernist, the future

is gloomy, negative, fragmented, disointed, meaningless, chaotic, etc., in short, the “darker” side of
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postmodernism (athough skeptical postmodernists would not accept the light-dark dichotomy, even for
provisiona purposes of explanation).

In contrast, the affirmatives are oriented towards process, to local, affirmative political projects
around certain issues (coalitions) that struggle and resist dominant, imposed meanings. As Mumby
articulated postmodernism as adiscourse of vulnerability, affirmatives tend to be nondogmatic, tentative,
with some making claims that certain normative choices are superior to others -- which, of course, the
skeptics would not be in favor of since they would want to deconstruct the basis on which one normative
choice was deemed superior. Further, many members of the skeptical camp would argue that rather than
constructing tentative grounds to formulate a provisional certainty, people should just learn to fedl
comfortable in astate of continual flux and relativism.

Among its many critiques, postmodern writers have gone to gresat lengthsto criticize the modern
characterization of the subject (Rosenau, 1992). Since Kelly emphasizes the construal process of
individualsin histheoretical approach, a postmodern evaluation of subjectivity may prove especialy
beneficial to the purpose of this paper. The term subjectivity here refersto being an individua and the
individua’ s awareness of the self (see Rosenau, 1992, p. 42). As mentioned above, a modernist version of
the subject privileges the individual as sovereign, rational, conscious, logical, coherent, possessing acore
self, and the origin of actions, including communicative practices.

Ball (1987) writes, however, that “human agents act in aworld constituted by large-scale socia
structures that are not the products of anyone's plan or intention” (p. 7). It isimportant to note that this
perspective does not deny that socia actors often act with intentionsin mind. However, if communicative
acts are defined solely by the condition of the actor’ sintentions, we lose sight of the social context in which
the actor isenmeshed. Further, Mumby (1997, p. 21) argues that to the extent that social actors act
intentionally, these intentions emerge as a condition of being positioned by discursive practices (a point to
be discussed in more detail below).

As postmodern thought is not monolithic, there are different “takes’ on the subject and its placein
theorizing the socia condition. Skeptic postmodernists -- extending insights from the traditions of Freud

and Nietzsche -- tend to be anti-subject, arguing that at best the notion of the individua is nostalgic, and at
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worst it isan ideological fiction, merely alinguistic construction that occupies a position in language (p.
43). According to Rosenau, skeptical postmodernists distaste for the subject exists because 1) the subject
isaremnant of modernity and skeptics are wary of the modernist project, 2) the subject is humanist, which
is another logo-centric meta-narrative which positions the subject at the center of the world, in control,
rational, goaded by anotion of progress and continua improvement, etc., and 3) the subject implies an
object, which postmodernism sees as an unacceptable dualistic split inherited from modernism. Aswould
be expected, the postmodernist maneuver is to deconstruct the subject, resulting in amove to “decenter”
the subject. To decenter the subject means not to focus on the subject as the origin of activity, but to
understand that language is what constitutes and interprets subjects (Lannamann, 1992). Some postmodern
theoriestry to do away with the subject entirely, or to re-theorize subjects as being “ multiple, contradictory,
and largely irrational.” In place of the subject, discursive practices constitute “ subject positions” or
“sites” (p. 51).

The skeptic' s aternative to the modern subject is, in some cases, to have no modern subject at all!
Rather, there are postmodern individuals whose identities are fragmented and uncertain, persons who value
flexibility, while emphasizing the temporary and present, having loose affiliations with collectivities,
engaging in personal searches for meaning without imposing on others claims of what is the right way to
live, operating according to arelativism in terms of normative assumptions, and are wary of any general or
universal claims (see Rosenau, pp. 53-55).

Of course, postmodernist theories of the subject are not monolithic. Affirmatives are of more
mixed opinion concerning the subject, but do maintain that the subject is not entirely coherent or unified,
and certainly does not always act in alogical, rational manner (Rosenau, 1992, p. 44). But, many
affirmatives are sympathetic to the subject and, rather than renouncing it, are willing to re-work the subject.
With the affirmative critique, the modern subject dies, but a new postmodern subject takes its place,
characterized as decentered, emergent, and in process, living life continually at the margins and borders of
daily/nightly life. Rather than investing energy into grand, totalizing collectivities and belief systems, the
affirmative postmodern subjects seeks a degree of fluidity in life, connecting with temporary coalitions for

specific issues, acting as a bricoleur who improvisesto continually (re)fashion her or hislife-in-process out
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of the cultural materials at hand (Carl, 1997).

Pierre Bourdieu (1984) offers a conceptua formulation of this postmodern subject through his
notion of “habitus.” Habitus can be defined as “the cumulative, durable totality of cultural and personal
experiences that each human being carries around as aresult of life experiences (Speech, mannerism, style
of dress, table etiquette, posture, body shape)” (Rosenau, 1992, p. 59). Habitusis subject-specific,
meaning that it is unique to each individual, but defies (post)positivist scientific generalization.

The postmodern debates about the subject cannot be as neatly encapsulated as the above summary
makes them out to be. However, this background may provide sufficient coherence to compare these ideas
to insghtsfrom aKellian tradition. To make explicit my own position, | am not willing to completely reject
the skeptical postmodernist critiques as it represents a legitimate discursive position and may, at times, offer
useful insights. However, I'm aso not satisfied by the pessimistic conclusionsit engenders, and am more
persuaded by an affirmative postmodern position. It isfrom this affirmative position that we can begin to

see connections and tensions with Kelly’s construing individual.

Kelly: An (affirmative) postmodern scientist?

In some significant ways, Kelly is aready postmodern, although heis not in other significant ways.
Even Kelly himself acknowledged that his theory would soon be “out of date” and would require revision
(Kelly, 1969q). To be sure, thisisthefirst way that Kelly could be considered postmodern. Thet is, he was
not laying out atheory that was going to get it “right” -- i.e,, to fit the way the world was always and
forever -- but he offered a new perspective to work/elaborate from that would generate fresh insights about
the human psychological condition. Kelly (1970) was ahead of his (positivist) times by working from a
position of “constructive aternativism” which can be contrasted with an “accumulative fragmentalism”
model of construing/theorizing -- note that the juxtaposition of “construing/theorizing” implies a
commitment Kelly maintained that a theory must be able to account for its own rendering in its own terms,

adesirefor which Kelly can be commended.



Kelly and postmodern thought 8

Constructive dternativism

The dominant trend Kelly was working against was an “accumulative fragmentalism” position that
assumed the world is abig puzzle and we can figure it out by fitting together different aspects of it piece by
piece. The assumption isthat once we get one piece in place with another -- getting it “right” -- then we
just need to keep adding piecesto the puzzle until it iscomplete. In contrast, the constructive aternative
position assumes that each time anew “piece’ is added, we have to reorder other aspectsto integrate the
new piece into the existing framework. Further, different “pieces’ could be put together/construed in
multiple, different, and legitimate ways. This does not imply arelativism, because a particular way of
construing may be more useful given particular constraints and enablements of the situation. The particular
way of construing was not a static object for Kelly; rather, he was concerned with how individuals

constructed alternative ways of understanding and acting in the world.

Focus on process

The focuson a“how” question implies a concern for process, which represents a second
intersection with affirmative postmodern thinking. For his purposes, Kelly viewed the person not as an
object that istemporarily in a state of motion, but is herself aform of motion (see Mair, 1977, p. 141).
Kelly’ s basic postul ate was that “a person’s processes are psychologically channelized by the waysin
which [s]he anticipates events’ (Kelly, 1970, p. 9). This postulate implies that Kelly was not so concerned
with the construct system as a static set of dichotomous oppositional pairings, but more about how the

individual construed events according to the channeling of these multiple, overlapping constructs.

Individuality and range corollary

Thisindividual construal process, Kelly argues, differs from one person to another in the way [s|he
anticipate events (Kelly, 1970). Although even affirmatives would be skeptical of the lack of attention that
Kelly givesto sociality (apoint discussed below), Bourdieu’ s notion of the habitus would be consistent
with this subject-specific corollary. Further, the range corollary provides for amore local -- rather than a

more general, grand, and universal -- rendering of a construct since a particular construct is relevant and
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convenient to only construe afinite range of events.

Accounts for fragmentation

Theindividua Kelly proposes, defined primarily by the way she anticipates events, including
herself, is not necessarily unitary and consistent. Rather, Kelly suggests that a person may employ various
subsystems of construing which may be incompatible or contradictory with each other. Thus, Kelly alows
for the possibility of afragmented view of identity, not imposing atotalizing framework that assumes the
subject isaways logical, rational, and coherent. Working within the Kellian tradition, Mair (1977) employs

the metaphor that self is not unitary but can be understood as a community of multiple selves.

Dichotomous constructs and self-other relations

Mair, drawing on the dichotomy corollary, interprets Kelly to be saying that the self refersto a
collection of eventsthat are alike in particular ways, yet smultaneoudy and necessarily different in
those same ways. The ways the events are alike iswhat Kelly termsthe self. For Kelly, sdlf is
always self/other or self/not-self; self cannot exist in isolation because a construct is always defined
in such away that it is similar to one thing and simultaneously different from another. And as Mair
(1977) eloquently states, the structure of the self “through and from which a person actsin relation to
eventsat any timeisrealised only in others or as otherness. In this sense, we necessarily need
‘others’ to realise or become our ‘selves™” (p. 147). Further, Mair argues that what we understand
to be the self and other is only a convenience that people construct based on the exigencies of the

moment.

Invitational nature of language and sociality corollary

Although there are probably many other points of productive intersection between Kelly and
postmodern thinking, the purpose of this paper is not to provide an exhaustive review. Instead, the
purpose isto begin a conversation about these intersections. However, there is one more intersection

that also engenders a point of struggle between Kelly and postmodernist critiques and this concerns
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Kely’s (lack of) emphasis concerning language and sociality. It seems that the most salient
argument Kelly made concerning language was its hypothetical or invitational mood (Kelly, 1969b).
For Kelly, no matter how imposing language seemsto be, it is aways an invitation -- thus not an
imposition -- to view thingsin aparticular way. An alternative way of articulating this point isthat a
person can always choose to resist or refuse to accept the invitation that another person offers
through language. This has considerable implications for the affirmative postmodern project of
recongtituting the subject with an active sense of agency and the ability to resist. To askeptical
postmodernist, of course, language is very much imposing and constraining in the way it positions
subjects -- for the skeptic, language uses subjects more so than the subject could ever possibly use
language.

Since language isasocia phenomenon, not owned by any oneindividual, it isuseful hereto
raise the issue of sociality asit surfacesin Kelly’s corollary. The socidity corollary states that to the
extent a person construes the process of an other, she or he may play aroleisasocial processwith
that other person (Kelly, 1970). Relatedly, the commonality corollary argues that to the extent a
person construes experience in asimilar manner to another person, their psychological processes are
smilar. However, Kelly does not emphasize the role that communication and language play in this

social process, athough hiswork has certainly been extended productively in this area (Duck, 1994).

Responding to Kelly’s challenge...

The (lack of) emphasis that Kelly places on language, communication, and socidlity is
understandabl e give his psychological orientation, but thislacunais not well received by postmodern
tendencies. Dennis Mumby (1997) offers four “postmodern communication conditions” that will
be used to frame an elaboration/reformulation of personal construct theory, and thus responding to
Kelly's challenge of constructive aternativism for histheory. The conditions Mumby identifies are:
1) communication is (im)possible; 2) communication is political; 3) communication isfor

self-de(con)struction; and 4) communication is subjectless. | will discuss these in reverse order.
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Communication is subjectless

This postmodern communication condition is not a move to eradicate the subject, but a
“decentering” move in that it takes us away from a subject/speaker-centered view of communication,
and allows usto see how the social subject is always aready constructed through discursive practices
and thus open to change. Communication, then, is not smply the effect of a speaking subject, but
subjectivity is more complexly the effect of communication. Mumby draws on Althusser’s (1971)
notion of hailing, or interpellation, to show how subjectivity is produced through multiple discursive
systems which situate people and provide interpretive frames to make sense of self-other relationships
and their world. Such discursive systemsinclude the law, family, organizations, mass-mediated
systems, gender, class, etc. For example, at least in the U.S., before ababy even is delivered to “enter
theworld” parents may seek to discover its sex (agendered discursive system), find out if itis
healthy (a discursive system involving the institution of medicine), may give the baby a name so that
the parents have away of constructing sense out of the new social being, etc. After the baby isborn,
the parents refer to it by name, respond to the baby in particular ways, continuing the process of
interpellation, or hailing the baby into the socia world of the parents and the larger social world. This
event is thoroughly asocia process which may even draw back on the parents socia imaginings
growing up about what it would be like to be parents and how to raise achild.

This subjectless view of communication further argues that “meaning or reality does not
reside in peopl€ s heads but rather in the complexly articulated systems of discourse within which
people are dways situated” (Mumby, 1997, p. 21). Again, this position does not deny that socia
actors act intentionally (see Ellis, 1991 for the argument that communication and intentionally must be
inseparable), but that intentionality is not privileged nor isthe only interesting aspect of
communicative practices. A lengthy quotation from Weedon (1987) elaborates this point:

The fixing of meaning in society and the realization of the implications of particular
versions of meaning in forms of socia organization and the distribution of social power rely
on the discursive constitution of subject positions from which individuals actively interpret
the world and by which they are themselves governed. It isthe structures of discourses
which determine the discursive congtitution of individuals as subjects.... Individuas are
both the site and subjects of discursive struggle for their identity. Y et the interpellation of
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individuals as subjects within particular discoursesis never final. It isawaysopen to
challenge. Theindividual is constantly subjected to discourse. (p. 97)

Although Kelly does not explicitly articulate this type of postmodern framework of
discursive positioning, he may have not been too far from it if we understand two arguments. First,
Mair’'s (1977) self/other discussion out of aKellian tradition argues that we can conceptualize
“self” not as the object of attention, but as a“base” from which people experience “ other” events
and act in the world (p. 146). He goes on to say that “each person can be considered as having as
many ‘selves' as [s]he has vantage points fromwhich to act. Each of these possible ‘selves can
beidentified only as the person somehow steps away from that base of experiencing and makesit
‘other’ inrelation to yet afurther vantage point” (p. 146). The self isrealized only as other in this
continua slippage of positions within which persons seek to/necessarily experience themselves.
“Thus when a person tries to turn around, so to speak, and experiences himself, heisengaged in
treating himself as “other” in relation to, and from the perspective of, afurther and now
unidentified base. When we talk about ‘self’ or *ourselves we are more correctly referring to
something ‘other’ than the experiencing centre from which our ‘ other selves' are being
characterized” (pp. 146-147).

The“bases’ from which social actors experience and act in the world can be understood as
the discursively constructed subject positions that postmodernism wants to highlight. However, as
Weedon argues, no positioning of the subject isfinal or finalizable, for this positioning processis
open to challenge and resistance. Kelly accounts for this by noting the invitational mood of
language as discussed above. No matter how imposing and dominating discursive systems position
subjects, thereis always at |east some space to resist this interpellation process through awareness
of the invitational mood of language. However, if we do not understand the way that discourse
“speaks us’ as socia individuals, it becomes difficult to conceptualize “the extent to which intent
ispossible only because we are aways already situated within systems of discourse that precede

and exceed us as communicators’ (p. 22).
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Communication isfor self-de(con)struction

Stuart Hall (1985) arguesthat it is only from within the discursive systems of cultural
representation that social actors experience their world. Itisonly out of this positioning within
“codes of intelligibility” and “schemes of interpretation” that “experience” is possible, and thus,
it isnot possible to experience social reality outside ideological categories of representation (p.
105). Mumby (1997) takes this point seriously to argue that the project for postmodern
communication studiesis to deconstruct the communicative and political practices through which
identities or subjectivities are constructed, and whose interests are (not) served by privileging these
constructions over other alternative constructions (see p. 22). Rather than focus on the constructive
process, Stan Deetz (1992) argues that the purpose of communication as social practice “isto
overcome one' s fixed subjectivity, one' s conceptions, one' s strategies, to be opened to the
indeterminacy of people and the external environment” (p. 341), to see how our sense of identity
are subject, or vulnerable, to the forces of other discursive possibilities that continually challenge
who we are (see Mumby, p, 20). Again, however, this may not be too far from what Kelly (1970)
was pointing to in terms of hismodulation corollary. This corollary states that the variation within a
person’ s construing system is limited by its permeability (or lack of fixity) of the constructs. With
Kelly’ s therapeutic tendencies, he often encouraged his patients to construct more open, permeable
aternativesto being in the world. Interestingly, however, this process was materiaized through the
discursive practices between patient and therapist, a process that Kelly seemed to take for granted.
Again, we see that Kelly was very much “on to” various ideas that | and other authors have labelled
“postmodern.”

The possihilities of aternative discursive constructions does not, however, imply that
subjects are aways (re)constituted in every interactional “moment,” otherwise it would be very
difficult to get around in our day-to-night lives. Mumby argues that the way we tend to experience
our lives asrelatively stableis through a process of discursive sedimentation. That is, subjects are
products of more or less sedimented and ingtitutionalized systems of discourse that provide the

frame for ongoing experience. It isthis process of sedimentation that renders subjects more or less
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(un)aware and (un)reflective toward their constructions of the world. Mumby goes on to say that
because we are “sutured” to more dominant, institutional (or, less permesable) ways of construing,
communication is often understood to be simply the expression of what is already sedimented in
our heads (p. 20). Instead of this reproductive and representational view of language, the condition
that communication is for self-de(con)struction highlights the productive and constitutive nature of
the relationship among self-other-world. Of course, many socia forms (for example, an
organization, or “arelationship”) are reproduced in our everyday interactions but the key point
hereisthat this“ain’t necessarily so,” that there are alternative ways of constructing/becoming in
theworld. Thus, thisview centers communication as away to construct these alternative worlding-
efforts.

The language Kélly provides can also be helpful here. If, in the basic postulate, we
substitute “ channelizing” for sedimentation, and understand that the ways peopl e anticipate events
is, to agreater or lesser degree, the product of discursive formulations, we can arrive at avery
similar point to Mumby’ s postmodern perspective. The experience corollary suggests that
peopl€e' s construal processes vary to the extent that they construe replications and patternsin
events. Further, the modulation corollary highlights that certain ways of construing will vary based
on their permeability, or openness to aternatives. With these insights, we can see that much of
sociad life tends to be reproduced or replicated, and that to the extent that people construe their lives
in routine, repetitive ways (engage in communicative practices that reproduce the social order), their

processes will be less permeably channelized or sedimented.

Communication is political

That this sedimentation or channelizing process occurs discursively isrelated to the
argument Mumby wants to make concerning the political nature of communicative practices. Every
way of articulating is simultaneously away of not articulating (Burke, 1966) and, along with the
process of sedimentation, this speaks to the issue that many communicative efforts are devoted to

“fix” and reproduce certain discursive systems of particular groups or individuals' interests over
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others. Mumby critiques social constructionist positions that recognize how communication
congtitutes meanings and identities, but do not address the inherent power dimensions that go along
with this process. We can see this process of “fixing” at a broader social level where certain
groups engage in communicative practices that articul ate/fix/reproduce marriage as a heterosexua
institution and also at the social level of an interpersonal relationship where parties engage jointly in
actionsthat privilege particular ways over others of viewing their relationship.

This process of fixing isinherently power-laden, but not in the sense of static, monoalithic,
top-down power where one group or person exercises power over and against another, although
people may experience power thisway. To the extent that people experience power in this coercive,
imposing fashion, it is due to Foucault’s (1979) disciplinary notion of power “as a series of
capillary mechanismsthat pervade the entire social body, constructing identity and defining what
counts as knowledge” or a particular way of construing/being in the world (Mumby, 1997, p. 20).
Revisiting Mumby’ s point that communication is for self-de(con)struction, the postmodern
communication project as adiscourse of vulnerability suggests that we look for the articulations of
communication, identity, power, and knowledge not to the end of substituting one particular
world-construing effort with another, but to open the “possibilities and consequences of various
articulations, disciplinary practices, and communication choices’ (p. 20).

Kelly’s notion of choice and the dichotomy corollary can be extended herein this
discussion of power and how communication is political. Della Pollock and Robbie Cox (1991)
argue that due to being positioned by discursive, ideological systems, “we are inescapably bound to
‘violent hierarchies’ of meaning, by which any meaning is stable only to the extent that it effectively
suppresses its ‘other’” (p. 174). If we understand 1) the dichotomous nature of constructs where
there are two oppositional poles, 2) that people choose alternatives (one end of the pole over the
other) in this dichotomous construct (the choice corollary), 3) these choices are made within a
construct system that exhibits ordinal relationships among constructs (organization corollary), we
begin to intersect with Pollock and Cox’ s point here. However, Kelly may have over-estimated the

extent to which people choose one pole over the other for themselves. Kelly assumed that there was
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an equal chance that people would choose one alternative over the other, although othersin the
Kellian tradition argue that the ratio may be 68% to 32% (Adams-Weber, 1970). One way of
accounting for this discrepancy could be to look a how one poleis socially marked, while the other
end is socialy unmarked, and that people are constrained to mean, or choose, one pole over the
other due to the marking and “fixing” engendered by discursive systems. Thisordinal
relationship may be “violent,” literally or figuratively. Thus, the “choice” corollary isinherently
power-laden in that individuals “ choose” marked aternatives of dichotomous constructs to the
extent that they are constrained to do so by their socia systemsthey exist within. Of course, itis
important to note that people exercise “choice” here, but that this choice may not be conscious or
intentional due to the fixing and constraining facets of discursive systems. Further, it isimportant
to highlight the dialectical (maybe paradoxical?) relationship between enabling and constraints; that
is, to the extent that persons are constrained discursively to act in particular ways, this may also be
the extent to which they subjectively experience this“constraint” as enabling and “natural.” John
Solas (1992), who engaged in an ideological critique of the Kdllian tradition, isworth quoting here
on this point:

In contrast to Kelly’ sinjunction, “If you do not know what is wrong with a person, ask him

or her to tell you” (1955, pp. 322—323), deconstruction requires the “vigilant seeking-out

of those ‘aporias,” blind-spots or moments of self-contradiction where [a person] betrays

the tension between...what [he or she] manifestly means to say and what [he or she] is
nonethelessconstrained to mean” (Norris, 1987, p. 19). (p. 387)

Communication is (im)possible

Given that this paper stresses the importance of highlighting communicative practices, the
position that communication is (im)possible seems to be counter-intuitive and somewhat
self-effacing. Of course, this would be completely consistent with postmodernism as a discourse of
vulnerability, and it represents what | (and maybe Mumby) consider to be the starting point for a
postmodern theory of communication. That is, we must theorize communication from what it lacks
or is unable to accomplish. Mumby draws on Chang (1988), Hall (1985), and Laclau and Mouffe

(1985) to formulate this postmodern communication condition that notes that the postmodern social
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condition (or postmodernity) is not acompletely fixed, sutured, unified totality. Rather, the socia
condition “consists of acomplexly articulated set of discourses that attempt to ‘fix’ meaning in
particular ways for socia actors— but this meaning is aways, by definition, partia, incomplete, and
subject to dippage and transformation” (p. 16). Communicative practices aways select certain
aspects of socia reality, deflecting others, and reflects/constructs/privileges those aspects that are
selected (Burke, 1966; Carl, 1997).

This process of articulation stops, fixes, or arrests the flow of differencesto construct a
center, but this articulating aways fails to account for the totality and closure it seeks, and thus
communication isits own impossibility. Further, centers are always shifting and subject to
resistance from the margins. Mumby states that “communication is thus (im)possible in that it
simultaneoudly is stable (creating shared, relatively fixed, discourses) and unstable (continually
articulating the possibilities for its own transformation). In this sense, shared discourses always
embody (and are defined by) ‘otherness’™” (p. 16), asimilar point concerning the self that Mair
(2977) articulated from aKellian tradition. With this focus on (im)possibility, communication
researchers can focus on the processes of discursive struggles between socia groups and social
individuals, investigating “the process by which socia actors and institutional forms attempt to

arrest, fix, and transform the constant overflowing of every discourse” (p. 18).

Communicating and relating via a postmoder n(ized) Kelly

Thusfar in this paper, | have attempted to illustrate points of harmonious and clashing
intersections between George Kelly’s personal construct theory and postmodern critiques (drawn
heavily from discussions by Rosenau and Mumby). In this closing section, | will work from
Mumby’ s four postmodern communication conditions -- communication is (im)possible, political,
for self-de(con)struction, and subjectless -- to briefly re-articulate an example of an
interpersonal/relational communication project informed by a postmodern(ized) Kelly.

Steve Duck (1994) argues that two minds come together in asocia context where through

the social action of talking, “initial commonalities are successively related to revised constructions
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of another’s system of meaning and that a final goal of relating partnersis shared meaning” (p.
98). What would this scenario look viathe postmodern communication conditions? First, the goal
of shared meaning would never be (able to be) accomplished due to the (im)possibility of
communication. Any communicative attempts to secure a sutured, shared reality between the two
socid actorswould always “dlip,” and collapse onitself. This dippage, however, does not have to
be viewed in anegative light however. For it isthis continual dippage that allows people to keep
communicating (and failing) in the process. Communicative “stabs’ at a shared reality will always
end up displacing other versions, keeping the movement complex and dive.

Second, communicative practices are political in that a particular version of the shared
meaning is privileged over other alternative constructions, and may be in the best interests of one
person more than the other at any given time-space. Socia actorswould be seen asbeingin a
struggle over shared meanings for their relationship. This “struggle”’ could be playful, light, and
relatively harmonious, while it may aso be more hostile, dark, even abusive. Further, it can be
fruitfully argued that people may not be in the “same” relationship. For example, in the case of a
heterosexual marriage, complex discursive systems position the man and woman differentially. The
man may have “hisrelationship” or relational-constructing processes, while the woman has “ her
relationship” (Acitelli, 1993). However, it isimportant to note that people are not just positioned by
agendered discursive system, but by multiple and possibly conflicting systems (Kramarae, 1996).
With this move, we can take a subject-specific concept like Bourdieu' s habitus or Kelly’s personal
construct system to illustrate the individual’ s relational construing-process, but aso understand that
this system is only possible given the process of interpellation into subject positions that serve as
shifting bases from which people can communicatively act in theworld. Thislast point highlights
the decentering of the subject, but not its eradication, and presents Mumby’ s notion of
communication as subjectless.

“His’ relationship and “her” relationship are not the only versions of this complex social
form however. Therelationship isasocid entity that aso exists through this discursive interactions

within the social minds of the two people, between the two people, and also asit is constructed
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through communicative interactions with other members of their social network. However, let’s not
get too focused on constructive efforts, as Mumby wants to highlight the de(con)structive effects of
communication. Discursive interactions attempt to “fix” the meaning for a particular relationship
(at the intrapersonal, dyadic, network, etc. levels), and these meanings are actively resisted. For
example, two men who jointly construct their relationship are lovers may be constructed by their
parents as “just good friends,” which privileges heterosexual love as possible and legitimate, but
not homosexual love. The de(con)structive move hereisto look at how al parties are engaged in
constructing the two men'’ s relationship and whose ways of construing are privileged at given
interactional moments. Of course, this de(con)struction does not just take place because the men
are gay and often mariginalized in contemporary U.S. society. Relationships between male and
female friends are also subject to others construing that their relationship is“really” something
“more” than friends, implying a sexual component that may exist to a greater or lesser extent
(Werking, 1997). Further, communication as de(con)struction also occurs at the “dyadic” level, in
interactions between the two relaters, asthey necessarily strive for new, possible ways of articulating
their relationship so that it is not static, stale, or confining to either of them.

By briefly working through one relational communication example, we can see how
Mumby’ s postmodern communication conditions could be applied to research practices. This
illustration isindicative of the fact that insights from both Kelly and postmodern thought can be
extremely rich. Postmodernism brings to Kelly an understanding that the construal process of
peopleis highly discursive and power-laden, while Kelly provides a subject-specific and
process-oriented framework that facilitates are-working of the modernist subject. This paper isone

(more) articulation exploring these conflicting and mutually informing intersections.



Kelly and postmodern thought 20

References

Acitelli, L. K. (1993). You, me, and us. Perspectives on relationship awareness. Individualsin
Relationships (Vol. 1, pp. 144-174). Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Ball, T. (Ed.). (1987). Idioms of inquiry. Albany: State University of New Y ork Press.

Balnaves, M., & Caputi, P. (1993). Corporate constructs: To what extent are personal constructs personal ?
International Journal of Personal Construct Psychology, 6, 119-138.

Bourdieu, P. (1984). Distinction: A social critique of the judgment of taste. Cambridge: Harvard University
Press.

Burke, K. (1966). Language as symbolic action. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Carl, W. J. (1997). The notion of motion: Bricolage and the creation of personal relationships as
definitional processes. Unpublished Master's, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Chapel Hill.

Chang, B. (1988). Deconstructing communication: Derrida, and the (im)possibility of communication.
History of European Ideas, 9, 553-568.

Deetz, S. (1992). Democracy in an age of corporate colonization: Devel opments in communication and the
politics of everyday life. Albany: State University of New Y ork Press.

Derrida, J. (1981). Positions (B. Johnson, Trans.). Chicago: Chicago University Press.

Duck, S. (1994). Meaningful relationships. Talking, sense, and relating. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Ellis, D. (1991). Poststructuralism and language: Non-sense. Communication Monographs, 58, 213-224.

Foucault, M. (1979). Discipline and punish: The birth of the prison (A. Sheridan, Trans.). New Y ork:
Vintage.

Hall, S. (1995). Signification, representation, ideology: Althusser and the posstructuralist debates. Critical
Sudies in Mass Communication, 2, 91-114.

Kelly, G. (1955). The psychology of personal constructs. New Y ork: Norton.

Kelly, G. (1969a). Man's constructions of his alternatives. In B. Maher (Ed.), Clinical psychology and
personality (pp. 69-93). New Y ork: Krieger.

Kelly, G. A. (1969b). The language of hypothesis: Man's psychological instrument, Clinical psychology
and personality: The selected papers of George Kelly (pp. 147-162). New Y ork: Kreiger.

Kelly, G. A. (1970). A brief introduction to personal construct theory, Perspectivesin personal construct
theory (pp. 1-8). London: Academic Press.

Kramarae, C. (1996). Classified information: Race, class, and (always) gender. In J. T. Wood (Ed.),
Gendered reationships (pp. 20—38). Mountain View, CA: Mayfield Publishing Company.

Laclau, E., & Mouffe, C. (1985). Hegemony and socialist strategy: Towards a radical democratic politics.
London: Verso.

Lannamann, J. W. (1992). Deconstructing the person and changing the subject of interpersonal studies.
Communication Theory, 2, 139-147.

Lyotard, J.-F. (1984). The postmodern condition: A report on knowledge (Geoff Bennington and
Brian Massouri, Trans.). Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Mumby, D. (1997). Modernism, postmodernism, and communication studies. A rereading of an ongoing
debate. Communication Theory, 7, 1-28.

Norris, C. (1987). Derida. London: Fontana.

Pollock, D., & Cox, J. R. (1991). Historicizing "reason": Critical theory, practice, and postmodernity.
Communication Monographs, 58, 170-178.

Rosenau, P. M. (1992). Post-modernism and the social sciences: Insights, inroads, and intrusions.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Solas, J. (1992). Ideological dimension implicit in Kelly's theory of personal constructs. International
Journal of Personal Construct Psychology, 5, 377-391.

Stewart, J. (1991). A postmodern look at traditional communication postulates. Western Journal
of Speech Communication, 55, 354-379.

Werking, K. J. (1997). Cross-sex friendship research as ideological practice, Handbook of personal
relationships: Theory, research, and interventions (2nd ed., pp. 391-410). Chichester, UK: Wiley.

Wood, J. T., & Duck, S. (1995). Off the beaten track: New shores for relationship research, Under-sudied
Relationships. Off the Beaten Track (Vol. 6, pp. 1-21). Newbury Park, CA: Sage.



