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Klaus Krippendorff
(1932-2022)

Mary Angela Bock

https://doi.org/10.21096/disegno_2022_2mab

On October10, 2022, my mentor and friend, Klaus Krippendorff died at
the age of ninety. Dr. Krippendorff was the Gregory Bateson Professor
Emeritus of Communication. He spent fifty-eight years on the faculty
of the University of Pennsylvania’s Annenberg School for Communica-
tion, the longest-tenured faculty member in the history of the school.

Klaus was best-known as a pioneer in the study of content analysis
but was also influential in the fields of cybernetics and design. I like to
say that he was the scholarly version of an athlete who plays for the NFL
and the NBA. He connected the spheres of communication and design
in The Semantic Turn (2006), in which he argued for a paradigm shiftin
the design theory to recognise the role of human beings in the creation
and use of artifacts. This was no small shift, he argued, as “Artifacts are
prostheses of the human mind, being, and doing.” (36)

Itis natural that Krippendorffentered the world of communication
via cybernetics. He had a degree from the State Engineering School in
Hanover, Cermany, and earned a design degree from the experimen-
tal Ulm School of Design, one of the most influential institutions of its
kind following the Bauhaus movement. After completing his PhD in
Communication at the University of Illinois, the Annenberg School for
Communication at the University of Pennsylvania became Dr. Krip-
pendorff’s academic home.

Krippendorff approached communication studies with this foun-
dation of engineering and design, thinking in terms of systems for
human interaction. His desire to always see the “machine” behind the
process is reflected in the way he diagrams his ideas. As he guided me
through my own research, | remember him sketching his interpreta-
tions of my ideas. My own model for visual affordances in social media,
which | theorise as an uncontrolled “tornado,” was influenced by his
persistent reminders about recursivity.

Forever interested in the “design” behind communicative systems,
Dr. Krippendorff was a leading scholar of cybernetics, a theoretical
approach that remains influential today in psychology, social systems
and machine learning. He was granted the Norbert Wiener Medal in
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Cybernetics by the American Society for Cybernetics in 2001 and the
Norbert Wiener/Hermann Schmidt Prize from the German Society
for Cybernetics and German Society for Pedagogy and Information in
2004.

Yet for this major league player, it was not enough to dominate
just one paradigm. During his early years at the Annenberg School,
Krippendorff became the world’s leading methodologist for content
analysis. His name is almost synonymous with this method, which is
unique to the study of media and communication. His textbook, Con-
tent Analysis: An Introduction to Its Methodology has been cited more than
50,000 times and it received the International Communication Asso-
ciation Fellows Book Award in 2001. The book has been translated to
Hungarian, Japanese, Spanish, and Italian.

Krippendorff’s approach to the content analysis blends his goals
of useful design and precision with the variability that comes with hu-
man activity in research. It’s one thing to count the number of times
the word “yellow” appears in a newspaper article; a computer can do
that. But what of something like identifying “violence” in a TV pro-
gram? This question motivated Dr. Krippendorffin the 1960s, when he
worked with former Annenberg Dean George Gerbner on the famed
television violence studies. How could researchers be sure that the
people who were scoring programs for violent content were in statisti-
cally sound agreement about those scores? Krippendorff’'s answer was
Alpha, perhaps his most well-known contribution to the academy. This
coefficient remains the gold standard for content analysis research.

Yet even with this methodological triumph, Dr. Krippendorff was
not finished exploring the world of human communication. Content
analysis can answer many questions about texts, but he once remarked
to me that we must go beyond “counting things.” His curiosity as a phi-
losopher took him into new territory once again, and when he became
president of the International Communication Association in 1984, his
inaugural address established his vision for the social construction of
reality and its implications for research.

| met Dr. Krippendorff in this stage of his career, when he was writ-
ing and teaching extensively on the discursive constructions of reali-
ty, a philosopher in its truest sense. | clearly remember the very day
I met him because | was so inspired by his philosophical approach to
research. He agreed to supervise my work, and | spent many an af-
ternoon in his home, where he preferred to meet, discussing what
became a theoretical foundation for studying photojournalistic mean-
ing. Dr. Krippendorff had never written about photojournalism or
journalism generally, so my topic had nothing to do with what inter-
ested him except in this larger philosophical sense, and that is where
we overlapped, and always will. We shared an understanding of the
researcher’s relationship with the researched, the notion that meaning
is co-constructed with others, and the resulting ethical standpoint that
comes with such a theoretical foundation.
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Dr. Krippendorff explored the nature of the universe and ques-
tioned what was possible to know about it, blending cybernetics into
the relationship between language, perception, and the ethical use of
power. | and many of his students have been inspired by his insistence
on equality in research relationships. In his 2003 essay, “The Dialogic
Reality of Meaning,” he wrote: “Recursive constructions notonly call on
a certain openness, indeterminacy, and acknowledgement of others’
agency, which goes against psychological theory, they also call on us to
abandon the position of the superior outside observer” (6).

Dr. Krippendorff wanted to design a better world for all, whether
that means encouraging researchers to be mindful of their own pow-
er positions or making sure that a cooking area had room for “small
kitchen machines.” He liked to work from his home, an historic row-
house in Philadelphia that he had renovated, and we often met there
as | worked toward my doctorate. He took great pains in this house,
and others, to make sure each space was functional. During his memo-
rials, friends and families reminisced about the many design touches
he made to his home and theirs. He installed a swing for his children
in the middle of his living room. He rebuilt kitchens. He supervised
a bricklayer in making a unique design that had no repetition. He built
a conversation pit in his home so he could spend time conversing with
friends and colleagues about philosophy, communication, and life. Dr.
Krippendorff even designed a logo for the International Communica-
tion Association that was used for many years. Human centered de-
sign was notjust a book subject for him.

During my visits, | learned bits and pieces about his childhood in
Germany, his memories of bombings during the war, and of his family
escaping danger. | am certain these experiences are part of what made
him as sensitive to the human condition as he was insightful about cy-
bernetics.

His blending of design theory, cybernetics and the dialogic nature
of reality lives on through his influence of today’s researchers. My first
PhD student, Krishnan Vasudevan, now on the tenure track at the Uni-
versity of Maryland, was inspired by The Semantic Turn and the implica-
tions of its philosophy. In recent correspondence with me, Vasudevan
wrote: “Specifically, his ideas allowed me to understand how meaning
is not only constructed through information but also the designed
forms it is presented within. During a time when interactive technol-
ogies mediate nearly all aspects of life, | have found Krippendorff’s
prescient insights especially helpful in my research about digital plat-
forms, capitalism and race.”

Dr. Krippendorffwas a feministand an anti-racist but avoided such
labels. He called himself an emancipatory scholar and wanted every-
body to live their best life. He supported me through my doctorate
and beyond. When | took on a tenure track job at The University of
Texas, | poured out my anxieties to him at a conference just before the
job began. “You know what to do,” he said. | wrote it on an index card
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that remains on my office bulletin board to this day. By not giving me
practical advice on what to do, he gave me something so much more
important: evidence of his faith in me.

Many of the tributes that have come out since his death cover his
scholarship and his kindness; his contributions to design, cybernetics
and discursive theory. Tying these strands together is the fact that Dr.
Krippendorffwas a philosopher in its truest sense. He explored the na-
ture of the universe and questioned what is possible to know about it.
He thought deeply about how researchers, no, really each of us, should
interact with our fellow human beings. He is the only academic | know
of to emphasise the importance of human love in an article about cy-
bernetic systems. Klaus Krippendorff never stopped trying to build
abetter world, whether with his hands, his teaching, or his writing. The
best way for any of us to honor him now is to follow his example.
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