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The University of Texas at Arlington, 1999 

Supervising Professor: Kenneth A. McElhanon 

The concept of communication is a fundamental notion in the metatheory of 

linguistics. This study explores the historical development and influence of a particular 

model of communication, labeled the 'code model'. This model characterizes 

communication as a process wherein a source ( encoder) conveys a message to a receiver 

( decoder) through the transmission of a signal. Communication is considered successful if 

the message received is the same as that sent. 

This study reviews use of the code model in various linguistic publications, 

analyzing the code model as a conceptual metaphor and arguing that it structures the way 

linguists think about communication and language. 

While some suggest that the code model predates even Aristotle, this analysis 

shows that it is better understood as a contemporary integration of three models which 

come from disparate sources: (1) the conduit metaphor (a folk model of communication), 

(2) Saussure's speech circuit (the model of communication expounded in Saussure's
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Cours de linguistique generale, and (3) modem information theory (a model and theory of 

communication from electrical engineering that has provided essential terminology for the 

code model account of communication). By integrating these three models, linguists have 

created and maintained several anomalies, which inherently weaken the code model 

account of communication. 

Some have argued that the discipline of linguistics is not united under a single 

paradigm. This study argues that the discipline is indeed united under a grand tradition, 

which may be labeled the Saussurean paradigm. While various contemporary traditions 

within the Saussurean paradigm differ in how they supply details for the model and in 

their rules for its application, they are nevertheless united in dependence upon code model 

presuppositions. Recently, however, several traditions have abandoned the model and 

begun developing alternative views of communication. 

As a means of highlighting the power that the code model wields as a conceptual 

metaphor, an alternative model of communication is suggested and contrasted with the 

code model. Based upon an artist-and-artifact metaphor, this alternative model is not 

proposed as an ultimate replacement for the code model, but as an antithesis-an essential 

element in the evaluation and evolution oflinguistic metatheory. 
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Metaphor plays an important role in virtually all phases of scientific inquiry, 
and there is perhaps no field where this is more apparent than in linguistics. Of 
course, the indisputable power of metaphor does not come without certain 
dangers. In particular, one has no guarantee that a seemingly apt metaphor will 
actually prove appropriate and helpful when pushed beyond the limited 
observations that initially inspired it. An investigator who wishes not to be 
misled must make himself aware of the metaphors he uses and remain alert to 
both their limitations and the continuous pressure they subtly exert. 

George Langacker, Foundations of Cognitive Grammar 
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