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Abstract 

With the advent of the Internet, the promise of 
dialogue has become the holy grail of 
communication. The idea of communication 
without dialogue is not a popular one. 
Decades of critique of the unidirectional 
messages of the mass media, controlled by 
powerful institutional agents of power, has 
been damning. Those who aspire to dialogue 
often have a moral rejection of one-way forms 
of communication. A misunderstanding of 
one-way and persuasive communication has 
created a skewed view of the role and place of 
dialogue in public relations. This article 
explores the philosophical underpinnings and 
key features of dialogue and its antithesis, 
non-dialogue, or dissemination within the 
communication field. It revisits some of the 
propositions made by the ancient Greeks and 
modern theorists about communication and 
dialogue, and how multiple interpretations of 
what constitutes a dialogue have become 
blurred. It considers the idea that in recent 
times dialogue has been uncritically equated 
to ‘good’ communication and that one-way 
communication is ‘bad’ or, at least ‘less than 
best’. The article argues that both forms are 
equally important and have existed in the 
thoughts of theorists and philosophers 
throughout the ages. While the discussion 
focuses on this premise from a 
communication perspective, reference to 
public relations and marketing activities in 
the context of social media and the Internet 
are made. Dialogue requires a sense of 
exchange, interchange, mutuality, and some 
sense of reciprocity. 
 

 

Introduction 

The surpassing confidence of any 
particular use of a word, within a group 
or within a period, is very difficult to 
question. (Williams, 1983, p. 16) 

‘Dialogue’ is one of the characteristic concepts 
of the twentieth century, central to reflections 
on democracy, relationships, and our changing 
times. The chief dilemmas of our age, both 
public and personal, turn on dialogue or the 
lack of it. More recently ‘dialogue’ has become 
a populist ambition. It has become the catchcry 
of politicians and bureaucrats, technologists, 
therapists––and now public relations 
practitioners––all of whom are eager to 
demonstrate their rectitude as good 
communicators by lauding its attributes and its 
inevitability:  

Public relations will be increasingly 
about dialogues and conversation rather 
than traditional one-way monologues of 
the past, adapting to the free exchange 
of opinions across groups and 
collectives that previously were merely 
recipients of communication messages 
(Mersham, Theunissen, & Peart, 2009, 
p. 10).  

In contradistinction, the ideology which 
contemporary persuasive communication 
inherits today impacts negatively upon those 
who work “in public relations, public affairs, 
media advice, opinion editorial production, 
corporate communication, think tanks, 
advertising, opinion research, customer 
relations and event management” (Mackey, 
2013, p. 12). This situation “marginalises the 
status as well as the understanding of their 
work” (Mackey, 2013, p. 12).  Mackey calls for 
urgent validation of the work of the millions of 
women and men who presently engage in the 
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largely opaque, but vitally important 
counterpart to dialectic in the communication 
industries. 

Many modern dilemmas are foregrounded 
by the question of dialogue or its absence. In 
this article I follow the critique of 
communication set out by Peters (1999) and 
trace the (predominantly Western) sources of 
ideas of dialogue to understand why the 
modern experience of dialogue is marked by 
an impasse and unfulfilled expectations. I 
argue that the difficulty of dialogue across 
various social and media boundaries 
confronts us daily and present a critique of 
dialogue that avoids both the commonly 
attributed moral privilege of dialogue and the 
tragedy associated with its absence. 

My aim is to investigate the contradictions 
in the implication that dialogue leads to an 
unproblematic social world bereft of the 
moral opprobrium of dissemination and one-
way, persuasive communication and dwell on 
the lacuna in this argument. 

I suggest that by exploring older views of 
‘dialogue’ we can establish why dialogue is 
troublesome in the modern milieu. My 
strategy follows a distinction Walter 
Benjamin (1968) made between modes of 
historical narration. He saw in every act of 
historical narration a constructivist principle 
and wanted to align and compare thought 
through different ages no matter how difficult 
or inconsistent this approach could be. In this 
view, the past lives selectively in the present 
and helps us understand it.  In this 
‘simultaneity’ across time, history works not 
in a solely linear way but by being arranged 
into various constellations.  

This work sets out to show how ideas from 
the ancient past and the near past have 
relevance to the Internet and other modern 
communication media and their current 
communication affordances. However, I 
accept, as Williams reminds us in Keywords, 
that it is not enough to investigate the origin 
of a word or the context of its use over time, 
but that it is also required of the scholar to 
recognise  

…as any study of language must, that 
there is indeed community between 

past and present, but also that 
community––that difficult word––is not 
the only possible description of these 
relations between past and the present; 
that there are also radical change, 
discontinuity and conflict, and that all 
these are still at issue and indeed are 
still occurring. (Williams, 1983, p. 23)  

This is notably the case with respect to the 
word ‘dialogue’ in the context of the multiple 
networked instances of what are commonly 
called ‘dialogues’ and ‘polylogues’ that 
characterise the world of the social media.    

Vint Cerf (2005) demonstrates this idea in 
the following statement:   

The Internet comes along […] and as a 
consequence, the dialogue among 
people with common interests has vastly 
increased.   

Somewhere between the liberal 
arts/humanities and the social sciences, 
dialogue exists in a contested space where 
advocates of different methods and positions 
have attempted to capture it and appropriate it 
for their purposes (see Van Eemeren, 2010; 
Habermas, 1990; Ong, 2004; Toulmin, 1992). 
In theory, dialogue is ‘trapped’ in the to-and-fro 
of theoretical attempts at the separation and 
reunification of the dialectical and the 
rhetorical (Crosswhite, 1996; Van Eemeren, 
2010).    

Dialogue as a registry of modern longings  

In his book, Speaking into the air: A history of 
the idea of communication, Peters (1999) 
argues that the idea of dialogue has become 
revered as the solution to many of 
contemporary social challenges:   

In certain quarters, dialogue has attained 
something of holy status. It is held up as 
the summit of human encounter, the 
essence of liberal education, and the 
medium of participatory democracy. By 
virtue of its reciprocity and interaction, 
dialogue is taken as superior to the one-
way dissemination communiqués of 
mass media and mass culture. (p. 33) 

It is a popular belief that lack of dialogue is 
to blame for many human problems, and that 
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more use of dialogue can make a better 
world: “Dialogue is the most noble form of 
human interaction” (Krippendorff, 1989, p. 
94). Not only is it an ethical imperative 
(Craig, 2005), but also the ability to engage in 
dialogue is a key to personal empowerment 
and success in every field of social life 
(Cameron, 2000). “There has been a surge of 
recent interest in dialogue that suggests that 
dialogue shares a ‘faddishness’ with other 
management trends” (Heath et al., 2006, p. 
366). Everywhere bookshelves are packed 
with popularist titles encouraging 
conversation, a modern pop synonym for 
dialogue: You just don’t understand: Men and 
women in conversation (Tannen, 1990), 
Crucial conversations: Tools for talking when 
stakes are high (Patterson, Grenny, McMillan 
& Switzler, 2002), Difficult conversations: 
How to discuss what matters most (Stone, 
Patton & Heen, 2010), and How to talk to 
anyone (Lowndes, 2003). 

Calls for ‘more’ dialogue suggests a sense 
of neglect in social relationships. Peters 
(1999, p. 1) asks: “How did we get to the pass 
where such pathos attaches to the act of 
communicating with another person?  How 
did a term once associated with 
argumentation come to carry the political and 
intimate aspirations of so many people in this 
age?” Why are public relations and marketing 
practitioners worried about ‘dialoguing’ as if 
it were something special that has to be 
invoked? Peters (1999) suggests that the 
circumstances of social fragmentation and 
alienation that characterise modern Western 
societies provide the setting against which the 
quest for dialogue has gained popularity. The 
word conjures an Elysian world where 
nothing is misunderstood, hearts are open and 
expression unrestrained: the remedy to the 
perceived dystopia of failed communication 
in contemporary life (Peters, 1999). Longings 
for dialogue reflect a sense of guilt arising 
from this modern impression of dereliction in 
social relationships. In the spiritualist view of 
communication, dialogue oscillates between 
dream of shared interiorities in relationships 
and the realities of displacement of physical 
presence in the emergence of new forms of 

social organisation resulting from digital 
communication networks penetrating all realms 
of activity (Castells, 2005). Peters (1999) 
identifies the broadening of the idea of 
communication in the twentieth century to 
include a: 

…tangle of intellectual and cultural 
strands that encodes our time’s 
confrontations with itself. It poses as an 
answer to the painful divisions between 
self and other, private and public, and 
inner thought and outer word, […] it is a 
sink into which most of our hopes and 
fears seem to be poured. (p. 2) 

These desires were brought into sharp relief 
in the era of mass communication and its 
subsequent critique. 

Dialogue and non-dialogic dissemination  

Lowenthal (1967) was one of the first to 
describe dissemination by the mass media as 
inferior due to its lack of dialogue. “The 
dehumanisation of communication has resulted 
from its annexation by the media of modern 
culture” (p. 336). Media as agents of 
dissemination have long served as scapegoats 
for social concerns about unaccountable power 
or cultural debasement. During the 1930s, the 
Frankfurt school produced critical studies of 
mass communication and culture, combining 
critique of political economy of the media, 
analysis of texts, and audience reception studies 
of the social and ideological effects of mass 
culture and communications (see Kellner, 1989; 
1995). 

Dissemination means ‘to make known’ and 
one may counter that it provides the 
opportunity for recipients to interpret messages 
in valid way, despite a lack of interaction and 
dialogue. In line with the idea of 
intersubjectivity, communication is the 
expression and interpretation of messages, and 
interpretation takes place even though the 
message might be delivered without the 
corresponding physical responses of writing, 
speaking or action (Van Schoor, 1979; 
Mersham 2009; Skinner, Mersham & Benecke, 
2013). The interpretation of meaning will 
always be in part personal and subjective. 
Recipients are active participants in the sense 
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that they actualise the meaning of the 
message (Van Schoor, 1979). 

Criticism of the media for perpetuating 
structural inequalities and spiritual 
degeneration was fair comment when these 
media were largely delivering one-way 
messages. But the question arises whether 
such criticism properly takes into account the 
affordances of dialogue that the Internet, and 
particularly social media promise (Mersham 
et al., 2009).  

Peters (1999) posits that both dialogue and 
dissemination (‘monologism’) are both 
essential modes of human communication and 
that different social occasions require 
emphasis on one form or the other: 

The horrors of broken dialogue can 
also be the blessings of just treatment. 
In some settings we would like to be 
treated as unique individuals (with 
family or friends); in others we want 
to be treated exactly the same as any 
other human (in court or the market). 
One’s personal uniqueness can be a 
hindrance to justice and the basis of 
love. A life without individuated 
interaction (dialogue) would lack 
love; one without generalized access 
(dissemination) would lack justice. 
(Peters, 1999, p. 59) 

To blame media for distorting dialogue is 
“to misplace pathos” (Peters, 1999, p. 34). 
The lack of dialogue owes less to the 
technology than to the interests that profit 
from constituting audiences as recipients, 
rather than participants and—at times—
simple human nature. For Peters, “one-way 
communication is not necessarily bad” —
reciprocity can result in violence as well as 
fairness (p. 56). Dialogue is often described 
uncritically “as a panacea without 
questioning, for example, its potential to 
disguise covert agendas or power relations” 
(Heath et al., 2006, p. 342). 

As Isaacs (1999, p. 17) suggests, “most of 
us, despite our best intentions, tend to spend 
our conversational time waiting for the first 
opportunity to offer our own comments or 
opinions”. When disagreement looms, the 
pace of our conversations might be likened to 

a gunfight. The points go to the one who can 
draw the fastest or who can hold his ground the 
longest. “People do not listen, they reload” 
(Isaacs, 1999, p. 17). Peters (1999) concludes 
that “though reciprocity is a moral ideal, it is an 
insufficient one” and criticises the point of view 
of society that only dialogue is “good 
communication” and that dissemination is 
inferior to dialogue (p. 56). He argues, 
“[d]ialogue’s supposed moral nobility can 
suffocate those who prefer not to play along” 
(p. 159) and it becomes a tyranny. The right to 
silence should be valued as much one’s right to 
engage.  

Cain (2012) in her book Quiet: The power of 
introverts in a world that can't stop talking, 
points out that we live with a value system she 
calls the Extrovert Ideal—the omnipresent 
belief that the ideal self is gregariously 
dialogical. She argues that in a world that 
excessively and misguidedly respects 
extroverts, introverts are misguidedly 
encouraged to emulate extroverted 
communication behaviour. Peters (1999, p. 34) 
points out that much of our culture is not 
necessarily dyadic, mutual or interactive: 

Dialogue is only one communicative 
script among many. The lament over the 
end of conversation and the call for 
refreshed dialogue alike misses the 
virtues inherent in nonreciprocal forms 
of action and culture. Life with others is 
as often a ritual performance as much as 
a dialogue. In any case, dialogue is a 
bad model for the variety of shrugs, 
grunts, and moans that people emit 
(among other signs and gestures) in 
spoken mutual exchanges and settings. 
It is an even worse normative model for 
the extended, even distended, kinds of 
talk and discourse, necessary in large-
scale democracy.  

In the last sentence Peters is drawing on the 
idea of communication as a social process in 
the sense that it is basic to the social structure 
and upholds this structure. The origin lies in 
Tonnies’ description of 
Gesellschaftskommunikation where the social 
structure is maintained artificially through 
individuals communicating with one another 
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freely, but in accordance with the prevailing 
customs and laws of an economic and 
political nature (Hardt, 1972). 

Much of culture consists of signs in 
general dispersion, and felicitous 
communication—in the sense of 
creating just community between two 
or more creatures—depends more 
basically on imagination, liberty, and 
solidarity among the participants than 
on equal time in the conversation. 
Dialogue, to be sure, is one precious 
part of our communicative tool-kit [...] 
but it ought not to be elevated to sole 
or supreme status. (Peters, 1999, p. 
34) 

That “we can never communicate like the 
angels [i.e., perfectly],” Peters says, citing 
William James, “is a tragic fact, but also a 
blessed one” (p. 29).  Indeed, Peters says 
“most of the time we understand each other 
quite well; we just do not agree” (p. 269). 
“The question should be”, he concludes, “not 
‘Can we communicate with each other?’ But 
‘Can we love one another or treat each other 
with justice and mercy?’” (p. 268). Peters 
says we should accept our finitude, the reality 
of pluralism, and the opaqueness of language 
rather than search for perfectionism in 
dialogue or precise forms of expression.   

Turning to the ancients 

By exploring older views of ‘dialogue’ we 
can establish why dialogue remains a 
troublesome idea in the modern milieu. 

We first turn to the etymology of the word 
dialogue. Dialogue has the elements of logos, 
one of the richest words on the Greek lexicon. 
These range across such senses as word, 
argument, discourse, speech, story, and 
reason. For the Greeks, dia–logos or ‘flow of 
meaning’ was seen as inseparable from self-
governance. The polis or gathering place for 
governing, the root of our modern politics, 
was a designated area that enabled the 
conversational space required for true self-
governing. The capacity for talking together 
constituted the foundation for democracy, 
more fundamental than voting. As one ancient 
Greek philosopher noted, “When voting 

started, democracy ended” (Issacs, 1999, pp. 2–
3).  

In the most ancient meaning of the word, 
logos meant ‘to gather together’, and suggested 
an intimate awareness of the relationships 
among things in the natural world. In that 
sense, logos may be best rendered in English as 
‘relationship’.  The Book of John in the New 
Testament begins: “In the beginning was the 
Word” (logos). We could now translate this as 
“In the beginning was the Relationship”. To 
take it one step further, dialogue is a 
conversation in which people think together in 
relationship. Thinking together implies that one 
no longer takes one’s own position as final. The 
grip on certainty is relaxed and the possibilities 
that result in listening are possibilities that 
might not otherwise have occurred. 

Issacs (1999) says dialogue is always about a 
shared inquiry, a way of thinking and reflecting 
together. A dialogue is a conversation with a 
centre, not sides. While the trend in public 
relations and marketing calls for organisations 
to establish closer relationships with their 
publics through dialogue, Thomlison (2010, p. 
4) warns: 

No matter how slick or interpersonal 
looking the ads for McDonald’s, AT&T, 
MCI, or any other commercial 
enterprise, including the television 
infomercials which involve interviews 
or audience participation in introducing 
new products and services, the fact 
remains that these are monologic 
attempts at representing or simulating 
relationships rather than actually 
establishing on-going, dialogic 
relationships.  

In this respect, social media is much like 
most old media: its express purpose is to sell 
audiences to advertisers (Barry, 2012). 

Sugrue (2013) tells us that next to the Bible, 
the Greek dialogues are perhaps the most 
studied and scrutinised works in Western 
literature. Peters (1999), in analysing this 
popularity, contrasts the greatest proponent of 
dialogue, Socrates, with Jesus as the most 
enduring voice in support of dissemination. 
‘Socrates’ in Plato’s Phaedrus offers one 
horizon of thinking about dialogue, calling for 
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an intimate love that links lover and beloved 
in a reciprocal flow. On the other hand, the 
parable of the sower from Jesus calls for a 
diffuse love that is equally gracious to all. For 
Socrates, dialogue between philosopher and 
pupil is supposed to be one-on-one, 
interactive, live, unique and non-reproducible. 
In the synoptic Gospels of Matthew, Mark, 
Luke and John, the Word is scattered 
uniformly, addressed to no one in particular, 
and open in its destiny.  

Similarly, In the Muslim world, tabligh, as 
popularly understood, means to ‘convey and 
transmit something to someone’ or 
dissemination.  From this perspective, tabligh 
may be regarded as the counterpart of the 
work of the early missionaries in the Western 
world (Kurucan & Erol, 2012). For Muslims 
the Qur’an is the first primary source for 
doctrine and norms, and: 

...a source that is never mistaken and 
never misguides. Therefore no idea or 
movement that is not or cannot be 
endorsed by the Qur’an—no matter 
when, where, how, why and by whom 
the ideas or movements are 
followed—will ever be accepted and 
welcomed by Muslims as a whole. 
(Kurucan & Erol, 2012, p. 26) 

While this position may seem antithetical 
to the potential outcomes of dialogue, there 
are many verses in the Qur’an on the issue of 
dialogue, for example: 

Say, ‘People of the Book, let us arrive 
at a statement that is common to us 
all: we worship God alone, we ascribe 
no partner to Him, and none of us 
takes others beside God as lords.’ 
(Qur’an al–‘Imran, 3:64). 

This verse draws a framework for 
dialogue, commanding the Prophet and 
therefore Muslims to establish relations with 
People of the Book (Christians and Jews), and 
to unite around common issues (Kurucan & 
Erol, 2012). 

In the context of modern public relations, 
Kent and Taylor (2002) foreground these 
early concerns around love and care of others 
by referring to a distinction between dialogue 
and related forms of communication: 

Dialogue is not synonymous with 
“debate”—which is about the clash of 
ideas—but rather, dialogue is more akin 
to a conversation between lovers where 
each has his or her own desires but 
seeks the other’s good. (2002, p. 27) 

Socrates and Jesus both used irony and 
counter-questioning techniques to draw out 
answers from their pupils and adherents. 
Socrates describes his pedagogy ‘ex duco’, 
meaning to ‘lead out’, which is the root of our 
word ‘education’ today. Socratic method was 
designed to enhance critical thinking skills, not 
so much on proving the interlocutor’s point but 
on disproving the other person’s point with a 
series of questions (elenchus), resulting in their 
puzzlement (aporia). This method is still used 
in law schools to teach students critical thinking 
skills, and it is also used in psychotherapy, 
management training, and classrooms. Since 
Socrates believed that the first step to 
knowledge was recognition of one’s ignorance, 
it was often used to show someone that they are 
wrong, or at least imprecise, by getting him or 
her to agree with statements that contradict 
their original assertion. 

The Socratic vision is sender-oriented. The 
question for him is assisting the recipient to 
arrive at the truth, not what the recipient might 
add to the process. Jesus, in contrast, offers a 
receiver-oriented model in which the sender has 
no control over the harvest. The pervasive 
sense of the problem of dialogue in the 
twentieth century, Peters argues, is founded in 
the Socratic view of the necessity of soul-to-
soul connection and in its antithesis—in Jesus’ 
sense of the necessary looseness of any 
communicative coupling. This schism between 
dialogue and dissemination have since 
historically shaped European thought in the 
afterlife of these figures in specific texts written 
by their canonical disciples, Plato and the 
synoptic evangelists. 

Physical presence, required in the Socratic 
vision, but which is absent online, has always 
been an important question in thought about 
modern communication (Mersham, 2009). 
Some scholars are adamant in their views: 

The electronic world, while useful in 
many respects, is not an adequate 
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substitute for the world of human 
contact. (Hallowell, 1999, p. 63)  

Eliminating direct contact in 
interpersonal communication almost 
has the effect of taking the personal 
out of interpersonal communication. 
(Weaver, 1996, p. 19) 

Hallowell (1999) refers to the “human 
moment” (p. 58) as “an authentic 
psychological encounter that can happen only 
when two people share the same physical 
space” (p. 59). Heath et al. (2006, p. 350) are 
specific: authentic dialogue requires 
“engagement of the participants as persons, 
not just as spokespersons and very clearly for 
spokespersons for others not present”, a 
requirement that cannot be met in the daily 
work of public relations practitioners. 

Taken as a whole, the Phaedrus then is a 
compendium of anxieties about technology’s 
effects on human communication. Its critique 
of the written word and lack of presence is 
echoed to this day in views of online 
communication:  “New communication 
technologies tend to filter out important 
contextual and social cues” resulting in an 
“impoverished communication environment” 
which could “eliminate social presence, 
degrade the quality of communication, impair 
working relationships, and undermine task 
performance compared to face-to-face 
interaction unless communicators are able to 
compensate for such losses” (Burgoon et al., 
2002, p. 658). 

Benkler (2006) explains that whilst the 
Internet has elasticised relationships among 
neighbours, friends, family, associates, 
colleagues (sometimes over long distances), it 
has also loosened the hierarchies of these 
relationships, and brought about “limited-
purpose, loose relationships” (p. 557) in 
virtual communities. These trends are 
illustrative of the worldwide experiences of 
globalisation and modernity, which have so 
powerfully enveloped even the most 
traditional societies. Perhaps these newer 
forms of relationships must be considered 
when we think of the new forms of dialogue. 
Mersham and Skinner (1999, p. 131) describe 
digital technologies as “unleashing of 

economics from the constraints of family, tribe 
and feudal system to expand in a rampant 
manner around the globe; and the freeing of 
sexuality from similar bonds of family, 
religion, class and hierarchy”. All 
communication networks, social and otherwise, 
are characterised by exchanges that mark trends 
of massive social change. 

The Sophists, public relations and social 
media 

The Greeks thrived on public relations and 
reputation management. Trophies were 
awarded for skill in oratory, much the same 
way as advertising, marketing and public 
relations agencies vie for industry awards. 
(Golden, Berquist & Coleman, 2000). It was 
not long before citizens expressed interest in 
obtaining training in rhetoric. The Sophists 
travelled from city to city, peddling their short 
courses on persuasion for a fee, like 
communication consultants of today who 
breathlessly expound the value of using social 
media. Many made their income through 
creating persuasive communication messages 
for those who could afford it, in the same way 
as public relations practitioners of today. 
Therefore, “rhetoric and public relations both 
understood properly are identical” (Mackey, 
2013, p. 11).  The Sophists were popular, but 
not everyone approved of them. Plato 
denounced their work in his dialogues. In his 
view, the Sophists often sacrificed truth in 
pursuit of persuasion (Golden et al., 2000). The 
Sophists, Plato argued, were not interested in 
discovering truth or advancing rational, 
arguments, but rather in “the quick, neat and 
stylish argument that wins immediate approval” 
(Chappell, cited in Perloff, 2010, p. 26. Such 
criticism is echoed today in accusations of 
‘spin’ and accounts of the superficiality of 
communication content on the Internet where 
deep, measured analysis is replaced by noisy 
but unfiltered observation: 

What the Web 2.0 is really delivering is 
superficial observations of the world 
around of us rather than deep analysis, 
shrill opinion rather than considered 
judgment. The information business is 
being transformed by the Internet into 
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sheer noise of a hundred million 
bloggers, all simultaneously talking to 
themselves. (Keen, 2007, p. 16).  

Much as Plato’s work should be read 
against the transition in Greek culture from a 
dying world of orality to an emerging one of 
literacy (Havelock 1963), worries about each 
new communication medium and platform 
characterise modern life. Every era has had its 
‘new media’ and consequent concerns about 
its impact: 

Much like every new communication 
technology has prompted dire 
prognostication about the inevitable 
demise of the Old Ways, there is no 
shortage of punditry regarding 
Twitter’s hastening the decline of 
civilization. Won’t our children’s 
brains be malformed if they only ever 
have to come up with 140 character 
chunks? Won’t SMS abbreviations 
and LOLspeak be the death of 
language as we know it? (Dibwad, 
2009, para. 17.) 

Social media result in an unavoidable 
proliferation of mediations, or as Peters 
(1999) puts it, more “ghosts”. “Every new 
medium is a machine for the production of 
ghosts,” he writes (p. 139). Extra bodies, 
extra images and extra words populate 
people’s lives, demanding our attention. The 
result is a modern relationship to 
communication that is “fundamentally more 
interpretative than dialogic,” he writes, 
characterised by growing anxieties about 
“authentic” communication (p. 150).  

Ong (1982) has argued that Socrates’ 
complaints about writing—that it diminishes 
memory, lacks interaction, disseminates at 
random, and disembodies speakers and 
hearers—are similar to fifteenth-century 
concerns about printing—and now twenty-
first century worries about ‘rewiring of the 
mind’ by the Internet. Does the usual ordering 
of blog posts (latest first, earliest last) cause 
deterioration in our logical thinking, since 
some logic presupposes one begins with 
context (premises and assumptions)? “If we 
are/become accustomed to last before first 
will our logic crumble?” (Apostroheson, 

2008). The intention of such a format is 
obviously to present the most recent 
information first, and older information later, 
but how important is context in social media 
like Twitter?  

Why do we care about the differences of 
opinion between Plato and the Sophists so long 
ago?  We should care because the same issues 
around what constitutes dialogue and 
persuasion are with us today. To Plato, rhetoric 
was like cosmetics or flattery and not deserving 
of respect. Rhetoric in its public relations form 
continues to carry this negative connotation to 
this day.  

The Sophists saw differently. They were 
believers in democracy (Perloff, 2010), and 
much like their Internet media counterparts 
today, argued for open communication. They 
believed they were rocking the foundations of 
the educational establishment by giving people 
easier access to ‘practical knowledge’ in a 
relatively open channel, rather than the 
pretentious channels of the then establishment, 
in the same way as contemporary supporters of 
commercial dialogues through the Internet 
argue that they are democratising citizenship 
through consumption (Scammell, 2000), and 
democratising education through e-learning 
(Mersham, 2008). 

Plato would side with everyone who turns 
off the television during elections to stop 
‘political speak’, or rejects public relations and 
marketing messages as ‘spin’. Contemporary 
commentators are equally cynical: 

Why do brands think people want to 
buy off them in Facebook, a platform 
where people essentially want to 
socialise?  Why do brands get upset 
when people want to use the brand’s 
Facebook page or Twitter feed as a 
channel to complain or moan? It often 
seems to me that brands (or the 
marketing people behind them) forget 
an essential point about social media—it 
was not invented for brands. (Dunne, 
2013) 

Contemporary Sophist marketers take a 
diametrically opposite view seeing the blending 
of social and commercial in social media as 
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essential to modern commerce (see Patel, 
2014). 

Communicators of a Sophist bent are those 
practical persuaders—advertisers, politicians, 
sales and marketing practitioners who make 
their living by providing practical knowledge 
to promote their products and services 
(Perloff, 2010), and tend to be sceptical of  
‘shadowy’ abstract concepts like truth 
(Kennedy, 1963). 

The Sophists and Plato offer divergent 
perspectives on persuasive communication. 
Clearly, in the present, there are still dual 
approaches to thinking about persuasion. One 
emphasises platonic thinking and cogent 
arguments, and the other focuses on style, 
oratory, and often emotive persuasive appeals 
that date back to some of the Sophist writers 
(Perloff, 2010). 

Different expectations of communication 
and dialogue  

As in Latin, one dominant branch of meaning 
in ‘communication’ has to do with imparting, 
apart from any notion of a dialogic or 
interactive process. Thus communication can 
mean partaking, as in being a communicant 
(partaking of holy communion). Here 
‘communication’ suggests belonging to a 
social body via an expressive act that requires 
no response or recognition. For example, for 
Christians attending church, to communicate 
by consuming bread and wine is to signify 
membership in a communion of saints both 
living and dead, but it is not primarily a 
message-sending activity (except perhaps as a 
social ritual to please others or as a message 
to the self or to God). Moreover, to 
‘communicate’ is an act of receiving, not of 
sending in this context; more precisely, it is to 
send by receiving. A related sense is the 
notion of a scholarly ‘communication’ (in an 
article such as this) or a ‘communication’ as a 
message or notice. Here is no sense of 
exchange, though some sort of audience, 
however vague or dispersed, is implied. 
Communication also once refers (though 
increasingly less commonly) to physical 
linkages and connection.  

Dialogue does not mean simply talk; it refers 
to a particular kind of talk distinguished by 
intimacy and disclosure. In the contemporary 
world of communication overload through a 
multiplicity of channels—the overflowing 
email inbox, voicemail, RSS feeds, Facebook 
and Twitter messages—how often are these 
characteristics present?  For example, 
commentators on mashable forums refer to 
Twitter as “the low-obligation social cloud”: 

Many professional bloggers and those in 
the tech industry and elsewhere now 
consider Twitter a business tool more 
than a social activity. Even so, I can be 
away from Twitter for hours on end and 
feel absolutely no compunction to go 
back and read the tweets I missed. Nor 
is there any social expectation to do so. 
(Dibwad, 2009) 

Others take a somewhat contrary position, 
indicating Twitter as a provider in a sense for 
the relational aspect that traditional views of 
dialogue require: “Even the pointless babble (of 
Twitter) can nonetheless establish and re-
establish ties with people we care about” 
(Dibwad, 2009). 

It is hardly possible to conceive dialogue as 
a flow of speech uninterrupted by shorter and 
longer pauses, that is, degrees of silence: 

Our view of man will remain superficial 
so long as we fail to go back to that 
origin [of silence], so long as we fail to 
find, beneath the chatter of words, the 
primordial silence, and as long as we do 
not describe the action which breaks this 
silence. (Merleau-Ponty, 1958, p. 214) 

As Ortega reminds us: 

…when speaking or writing we refrain 
constantly from saying many things 
because language doesn’t allow them to 
be said. The effectiveness of speech 
does not simply lie in speaking, in 
making statements, but, at the same time 
and of necessity, in a relinquishing of 
speech, a keeping quiet, a being silent!. 
(Ortega y Gasset cited in López, 2009, 
p. 46) 

It might be argued that modern 
communication technologies allow silence in 
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ways that pre-Internet theorists could not 
consider. Instant messaging, email threads, 
forum and blog posts using asynchronous 
communication are examples that support the 
possibility of reflection afforded by degrees 
of silence. Steiner (1992) acknowledges the 
fundamental role of silence that overlaps with 
Ortega’s ideas and challenges those who 
claim the honesty and value of dialogue: 

In actual speech all but a small class 
of definitional or ‘unreflective 
response’ sentences are surrounded, 
mutely ramified, blurred by an 
immeasurably dense, individualized 
field of intention and withholding […] 
Human speech conceals far more than 
it confides; it blurs much more than it 
defines, it distances more than it 
connects. (Steiner, 1992, p. 240) 

Naturally, silence can also have meaning, 
for example, ‘sympathy’, when clasping 
someone’s hand at a funeral; ‘memorialising’, 
when observing a public minute of silence; 
‘hostility’, when not returning a greeting; 
‘contempt’ or ‘dismissal’, when not 
answering a question; ‘agreement’, by virtue 
of not raising an objection (Enninger 1983; 
1987). The meaning of such silent behaviour, 
of course, varies culturally (Bock 1976), and 
depends on institutions: silence in an 
examination room means something different 
from the meaning of silence in the context of 
public relations and the organisational ‘no 
comment’. When and whether one is silent 
also varies from person to person (Burgoon, 
& Hale 1983; Street, Street & Van Kleek, 
1983), as can be observed in any classroom or 
group therapy session. Silence as non-
dialogue always means something. 

Dialogue and the human condition 

The communication challenges of dialogue 
have been apparent to the human species from 
cave dwellers to postmodernists. Its meaning 
as a term was broadened to ‘a conversation’ 
c.1400 but only relatively recently has the 
term acquired its grandeur and pathos as a 
concept. Educationalist Paulo Freire advanced 
dialogue as a type of pedagogy, arguing that 
dialogued communication allowed students 

and teachers to learn from one another in an 
environment characterised by respect and 
equality. Dialogued pedagogy was not only 
about deepening understanding; it was also 
about making positive changes in the world to 
make it better (Freire, 1970). Since then, 
‘dialogue’ has continued to be called up to the 
pursuit of improvement and progress and dispel 
and the banishment of misunderstanding 
fundamental differences.  

The dualism of dialogue means that it is at 
once a bridge and a chasm. As interpersonal 
relations gradually became re-described in the 
technical terms of transmission at a distance—
making contact, tuning in or out, being on the 
same wavelength, getting good or bad vibes—
problems of relationships became problems of a 
lack of dialogical engagement. Dialogue, like 
many notions hailed as unmixed goods, suffers 
from the misfortune of conceptual confusion. 
The mixing of what are discrete, well-defined 
historical contours of discourse has resulted in 
an ill-informed, undifferentiated conceptual 
mash of ideas with regard to dialogue in the 
present. Its popularity has exceeded its clarity. 
Rarely has any idea been so infested with 
platitudes. Dialogue is good; mutuality is good; 
more sharing is better: these seemingly obvious 
dicta, because unexamined, are easily accepted. 
The disease and the cure are mutually 
interdependent. Lack of dialogue becomes the 
scandal that motivates us to engage with the 
very concept of dialogue (Chang, 1996). 

The qualities of dialogue 

As suggested earlier, dialogue is a somewhat 
muddy term: it has a long history in English, 
and has acquired new meanings, especially in 
the second part of the twentieth century. Any 
definition is complicated by its colloquial usage 
reflecting various aspects of the term’s history. 
At this stage in the discussion then, against the 
background of the arguments presented so far, 
it is instructive to turn to a comprehensive 
overview of the classic qualities of dialogue. 
Wierzbicka (2006, pp. 689–690) lists eight key 
characteristics: 

1. ‘Dialogue’ is a process which goes on 
for some time, not continuously, but in separate 
episodes; 
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2. ‘Dialogue’ is a group activity, 
prototypically involving two groups, and it is 
reciprocal; consists in talking about a 
particular range of topics—usually topics of 
mutual interest; 

3. ‘Dialogue’ involves participants who 
are aware of their differences: there can be no 
‘dialogue’ between people with the same, or 
very similar, views. At the same time, it 
shows that they are aware that the subject 
matter is important to both sides and that it is 
emotionally charged: both sides feel 
something when they think about things of 
this nature; 

4. ‘Dialogue’ is not merely an ‘exchange 
of ideas’; it is not just a matter of knowing 
what the other group thinks, but of 
understanding how they think, and being 
similarly understood oneself; 

5. ‘Dialogue’ refers to participants who 
do not aim at resolving all differences 
between the parties and achieving a common 
way of thinking, at least not in the sense that 
each group will shift its thinking and as a 
result get closer to the other group. Rather, it 
is hoped that the two groups will discover 
some common ground—possibly, through the 
clarification of their respective positions. It is 
also hoped, however, that both groups are 
open to the possibility of change in their 
thinking; 

6. ‘Dialogue’ requires an attitude of 
respect and goodwill; 

7. Participants in ‘dialogue’ refrain from 
saying certain things: one doesn’t attack or 
even criticize one’s partners (unless one 
wants to end the dialogue); 

8. ‘Dialogue’ is seen by participants as 
valuable and productive in itself.  In due 
course the two groups are expected to 
discover that about some things at least they 
can think the same and, as a result, their 
thinking on some points may change. 
(Wierzbicka, 2006). 

Dialogue and public relations 

According to Pieczka (2011, p. 108) the 
concept of dialogue is “where public 
relations’ conceptual centre of gravity is to be 
found”, invoking the concepts of symmetrical 

communication, relationship management, and 
responsibility, as fundamental to the trajectory 
of public relations development since 1970s. 
These themes overlap with the key concerns of 
the theory of dialogue. 

There are a number of difficulties in the 
assumption that public relations communication 
can be truly dialogic. The major limitation is 
the conceptual difficulty with the assumption 
that an organisation or a company enters into 
relationships with individuals in a way that can 
be understood by applying interpersonal 
communication models.  

Authentic dialogue is characterised in 
Buber’s (1958) terms as opening up a ‘third 
space’ of meaning—between the participants—
‘the region of human existence that links self 
and others’ (Anderson & Ross, 1994), and does 
not guarantee a specific, desired outcome or 
result. Giving up control is not something a 
communication manager wants to do, and yet is 
a requirement for achieving dialogue (see 
Mersham et al., 2009). This unpredictability is 
an anathema to commercial interests.  

The prescriptions of public relations experts 
suggest a linearity and simplicity in the dialogic 
process which may be contrary to its inherent 
complexity. Any dialogue can become part of 
other dialogues. There are several opportunities 
for dialogue to exist simultaneously, indicating 
that it can take place on many different levels: 
internally (in our thoughts), externally within 
our interaction with other individuals, within 
units of society and in larger contexts such as 
globally (Heath et al., 2006; Theunissen & Wan 
Noordin, 2012). 

We must question whether an organisation 
can truly engage in dialogue in the way that a 
natural person does (Theunissen & Wan 
Noordin, 2012). It is a legal fiction that a 
corporation is regarded as a ‘person’ who has 
many of the same legal rights and 
responsibilities as a ‘natural person’. But while 
the language of law refers to a ‘person’, it does 
not mean an individual man or woman. Since 
organisations, not individuals, lack 
intersubjectivity and an individual conscience, 
it is questionable that they can engage in 
dialogue. Pieczka puts it this way:  
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Organizations have an articulated 
utilitarian purpose in a way that is 
alien to most philosophical or 
religious systems that deal with the 
question of the meaning of human life. 
Thus when such different entities 
interact, they interact within a 
structured sense of expectations and 
understandings that construct the 
platform for this engagement. (2010, 
p. 118) 

This difference forms the obstacle to the 
much-vaunted suggestion that public relations 
professionals function as “the conscience of 
the organization” (Coombs & Holladay 2007, 
pp. 28–9). 

Even public relations insiders reject the 
idea that public relations can provide a 
platform for real dialogue. Robert Phillips, 
former chief executive of Edelman turned 
activist, states that public relations 
“recognised the conversation economy early 
on” but remained wedded to a “perverse 
determination within PR to defend ‘top-
down’ behaviour in a horizontal, networked 
world” (2013, p. 1). 

The participant as the product and part of 
the strategy 

When we as individuals enter into a 
relationship through communication with an 
organisation, we function in this relationship 
by preserving an obvious understanding of 
the differences in the legal and social 
positions between us. We are sensitive to our 
own and the organisation’s strategic needs 
and have appropriate expectations of what our 
mutual obligations and extent of the 
relationship are. 

Pieczka puts it clearly in this example:  

If I am in a relationship with my bank, 
I have no illusion that I am anything 
other than a customer, or potential 
customer for a related service […] 
Thus the first limitation of relationship 
management as a dialogic approach is 
that so far there does not seem to be a 
sufficient recognition of the 
delimitations and subtleties of 
‘relationship’. (2011, p. 118) 

There is a deeper commercial impetus 
beneath the surface that nullifies the idea of an 
authentic dialogical relationship. Commentators 
warn that “In social media you are the product” 
(Moodie, 2012, p. 1; McLane, 2013, p. 1) and 
to “Forget the fluffy promise of increased 
engagement” (Van Grove, 2013, p. 1).  

The only reason Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram, Pinterest, and yes…innocent 
little Snapchat even exist is to collect 
data from you about you so that these 
companies can turn around and sell that 
data about you to companies drooling to 
pay to place an ad on your phone, tablet, 
or computer. (McLane, 2013, p. 1, 
original emphasis) 

Dialogic theory is based on the interaction of 
individuals, or groups of individuals, and it is 
“problematic to assume that encounters 
between individuals and organizations can be 
treated in exactly the same way as encounters 
between individuals” (Pieczka, 2010, p. 117).  

Despite the current centrality of the 
relational approach in public relations 
scholarship (Pieczka, 2010), actual examples of 
dialogic public relations are very difficult to 
find (Meisenbach & Feldner, 2009). A 
supposed trajectory of Internet communication 
from a potential tool for civic betterment to 
commercialism, prompted McAllister-Spooner 
(2009) to conclude from a 10-year survey that 
“the dialogic promise of the web has not yet 
been realized” (p. 321).  

The focus by public relations scholars 
appears to be shifting towards relational 
communication. Pieczka (2010) argues that this 
approach deals with dialogue indirectly by 
studying the relational outcomes of 
communication but “in its present shape it 
cannot deliver the way for public relations to 
work with dialogue” (p. 117).   

Conclusion 

Ambitious expectations about dialogue may 
blind us to the more subtle richness and 
effectiveness of one-way communication. The 
meeting of sincere and moral minds by means 
of dialogue is not the only option. 
Dissemination is as fundamental to a shared 
understanding of ourselves and our moral 
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imperatives as dialogue. One-way 
communication is the act from which we 
obtain a great deal of our information and 
knowledge and, on occasion, forms the 
required catalyst for dialogue.  

In public relations, the theory of dialogue 
is well covered, but its use in the practice of 
public relations is marginal. It is clear that 
public relations is faced with a challenge in 
adhering to the idea of implementing dialogue 
as praxis for a number of reasons, including 
widespread misunderstanding of its essential 
nature and wrongful expectations of its 
results. The shifting quicksand of 
contemporary semantics further complicate 
this situation. Beyond the excellent 
theoretical scholarship, there is little guidance 
as to how it can become a practice—a skill 
that can be applied in the workaday context of 
public relations activities.  

The search for authenticity in dialogic 
encounters in the past should be tempered 
with a consideration of how dialogue is 
shaped and reshaped by new communication 
technologies, communication environments 
such as the Internet and interactive mobility it 
offers, as well as new definitions of 
community.  

There is no sole assumption about dialogue 
to which everyone will agree. The idea of 
dialogue remains in flux—the definition as 
we now have it may reflexively change in 
response to the virtual presence that the 
Internet affords.  

The yearning for dialogue will no doubt 
continue in our contemporary 
communication-saturated landscapes, and the 
quest is to discover how well this can met 
given the dialogic possibilities the online 
media afford. 

The challenge for public relations then 
becomes how to illuminate and inform the 
metadiscourse—how we talk about 
dialogue—in the context of communication 
theory. 
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