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Yates, JoAnne (1989). Control Through Communication: The Rise of System in American Management. The Johns Hopkins University Press: Baltimore. 331 pgs. 

Yates’s project in Control through Communication is to trace the historical shift from small, family operated business organizations in the early nineteenth century to the gargantuan corporations that rely on complex communication networks in modern and contemporary society. “When and how did this transformation occur?” she asks in the introduction. She concludes that the elemental framework for the “new” business culture was in place by the 1920s, but a thorough study of how the philosophical transition from one tradition of management to another is lacking, especially with respect to the massive changes in business communication systems. 
Yates’s study is critical to understanding the basics of American management philosophy and, incidentally, American economic dominance in contemporary markets. For this reason alone, it is a worthwhile study. Her method of tracing the historical trajectory of this transformation, beginning with, as she notes, the railroads in the mid 19th century, moving to the large manufacturing firms a few decades later, and culminating in the modern American corporation, reveals the depth of her knowledge of how communication methods have informed and been informed by economic culture. While she is quick to note that “the development of internal communication systems in firms was not simply an incidental by-product of their growth,” she clearly understands that the relationship between communication controls and economic growth was more complex than a simple transmission model would suggest. In chapter 3, for example, she discusses the development of new “genres” of internal business communication, noting that the style and arrangement of specialized texts served a persuasive—as well as informative—function. The establishment of sophisticated communication networks allowed for a kind of recursivity in the methods of control. Yates notes that the unfolding of systematic communication management worked downwards (from the management to lower levels; this form of communication was concerned with rules, procedures, policies, instructions, etc.), and upwards (from lower levels to the management; this form of communication responded to injunctions with reports, summaries, and it served as a basis for control measures). The philosophy that informs these networks of communication regards the individual as less important than the system in which s/he operates. Yates notes in chapter 1 that this tacit dehumanization was received with frustration and negativity in some cases. As a result, companies began to establish another form of communication that relied heavily on “humanizing” the workplace. Hence, company newsletters and magazines were published and worker/manager meetings were regularly scheduled to win the goodwill of employees. Thus, communication systems were complex networks of control. They attempted to normalize the behavior of employees and managers by instituting sophisticated policies of hierarchical interaction. 

At the advent of the 20th century, the increasingly complex nature of business communication led to an obsession with efficiency. Yates calls it an “office revolution” (63). This compulsion for good organization in turn created a whole industry specializing in labor- and time-saving technologies for business communication. Office communication technologies experienced a surge in development. Filing cabinets, paper clips, the adding machine, dating stamps, the Turner telephone system, and the Dictograph all came available around the turn of the century. These new technologies necessitated new forms of employee specialization. Office workers became like factory workers in that they came to be expert in particular repetitive tasks. Efficiency became the god-term for office practice. Consequently, technologies served a self-perpetuating goal: more and more ways of saving time and controlling office interchange. Yates’s discussion here is especially effective. Her use of old pictures, advertisements, original captions, written instructions found in old archives, and other period-specific images serves a critical demonstrative purpose. The obsession with organization informed not only internal business communication and efficiency. It transformed that way we look at and talk about communication tools. It created a whole sub-genre of communication: business communication about business communication. At times, I found myself wanting Yates to unpack this sub-genre more than she did, but I have to credit her with engaging it in the first place and for demonstrating it so cogently by mingling text with period images.

Yates also deserves credit for her case studies. Her research and analysis of three seminal modern American companies: Scovill, Dupont, and The Illinois Central, provides a refreshingly applied discussion of her theoretical claims. Although this is an admittedly small number of cases, they were enough to establish examples of how systematized  communication has been apprehended by central modern American companies. The other advantage in choosing these companies is their history. In each case, we observe how the communication transformation which crested at the turn of the century affected and was affected by the organizational behaviors of the “big players” in American management. Also, in each case, Yates shows how the systemization of communication served as an essential control mechanism. In the case of DuPont, for example, the growth and complexity of the business became so intense that a vast, highly centralized internal mail system was established. Interoffice mail became the primary mode of communication delivery and serves as model for companies still today. In other words, Yates’s choices of case studies are particularly relevant for the way in which they show insular worlds of communication, which serve as frameworks of totalizing discursive control still operating in business today.

The case studies are effective on another level. The strength of Yates’s study is its grounding not just in history, generally, but in particular histories. To study the way communication controls our management practices today, we must understand the specific historical shifts that inform that control. If we want to see control in practice, we must see control in its seminal situations. I am left with some questions unanswered by Yates’s text, but I suspect these questions are not ones we should necessarily expect her tot account for. Instead, perhaps they are questions we should take up as a result of Yates’s work. So I will mention them only briefly. Yates’s discusses the war years’ frequently in the text. I  would like to see a more detailed extrapolation of how exigencies of military management and technology might have informed and guided, or been guided by, the same exigencies in business contexts. She points in this direction, but she does not account for the rich possibilities there.. Second, I wonder what implications her study might have for rhetorical scholarship in general. I think her discussion uncovers important implications for the way we conceive of the traditional rhetorical canons: invention, arrangement, style, memory, and delivery. Again, these are questions we as readers and colleagues might take up as a result of Yates’s study. And the fact that we might re-formulate our own scholarship in interesting ways as a result of her work speaks again to its effectiveness. Ultimately, Yates’s work seems indispensable to a reasonable and grounded comprehension of the nature of American economic power. Its historical analysis reveals that our economic might rose in tandem with certain communicative practices aimed at inscribing behaviors and interchanges in controlled ways. 



