
Editors’ Introduction

Communication theory and philosophy

Communication theory is heir to many of the classic questions of philosophy: What
is the nature of reality? How can individuals know about reality through perception,
cognition, and communication with others? And how may groups, communities, soci-
eties, and, indeed, the human species deliberate on different understandings of reality
as a condition of their coexistence? As such, communication theory addresses, at once,
highly abstract questions of what communication is and does, and very practical and
deeply normative questions of how we ought to communicate. Communication theory,
at best, qualifies and facilitates the common human practice of communication.

The International Encyclopedia of Communication Theory and Philosophy (IECTP) is
published at a historical juncture in which face-to-face interaction and technologically
mediated forms of communication, once again, are being interwoven and reconfigured
as part of technological as well as social change, from the local to the global level.
Digital technologies and networked communications invite the field to revisit not
only traditional divides between interpersonal and mass communication, but also
the role of communication over the longues durées of human history and social
life—from speech and writing through printing and broadcasting to the Internet.
IECTP seeks to provide a comprehensive, yet accessible overview of contemporary
scholarship and thinking about communication. This Introduction offers a guide to
the four volumes by first outlining past, present, and future perspectives on the study
of communication; highlighting historically shifting ideas of communication and the
special role of models both in research and in everyday notions of communication;
recognizing different conceptions of what theory and theorizing entails; and noting the
close relationship between the theory and practice of communication, from ancient
rhetoric to current research in partnerships with business, the public sector, and civil
society.

Whereas the encyclopedia genre dictates an alphabetic list of entries, enhanced
by cross-references and further readings, any encyclopedia departs from particular
premises and relies on specific systematics in order to be readable and relevant. As
editors of IECTP, we would like to lay out our premises and systematics, first of all,
with reference to four main perspectives—ideas, disciplines, traditions, futures—that
help to situate communication in relation to other areas of inquiry. Throughout the
history of ideas, communication has been studied and debated as a constitutive feature
of the human condition. During the modern period, as science and scholarship were
increasingly formatted as disciplines, the study of communication found a number of
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homes, or preliminary hangouts, across what came to be known as the natural, human,
and social sciences. During the twentieth century, communication research took shape
as an institution with multiple identifiable traditions, constituting what some still
prefer to consider a field, others a discipline, or perhaps an interdiscipline combining
theoretical and methodological frameworks especially from the social sciences and the
humanities, while taking additional inspiration from technical and natural sciences
(Levy &Gurevitch, 1994). In the early twenty-first century, communication researchers
remain engaged in the endeavor of studying both what communication is and has been
under changing historical and technological circumstances, and what communication
might be in the future.

Four perspectives on communication theory

Ideas

The idea of communication has its own history (Peters, 1999); communication also
intersects with other ideas of how humans relate to each other, and to their natural
and cultural environments. If communication can be said, minimally, to join two (or
more) individuals for either reflective or practical purposes, a further question is what
exactly these individuals come to share, in the process of communication, and as its
product or outcome. One strand in the history of ideas considers the point of con-
tact as a historically situated and culturally inflected discourse, as addressed in IECTP
under the heading of Text. A more recent strand of thinking conceives the link as a
specific and delimited message content, covered here as Information, with technical
as well as sociological connotations. Having communicated over time, individuals may
be seen, and may see themselves, as part of larger wholes or collectives, a Community,
which can extend locally, nationally, and globally. And the individuals coming together
to communicate about the state of their community have been said, in the modern
period, to constitute a Public interacting in a Public Sphere that manifests in media
(see Medium) that are, at once, material, institutional, and discursive.

The nature of what it is that people do when they communicate—as either senders
or receivers—has been subject to distinctive conceptualizations: Do we “behave,” or do
we “act”? On the one hand, communication is studied as an instance of behavior (see
Behavior (including Behaviorism, Behavioral Sciences, etc.): Humans can be under-
stood as a particular kind of organism that responds to social as well as natural stimuli,
even while recognizing a complex chain of Cause and Effect, from media exposure to
subsequent behavioral patterns. On the other hand, communication involves Action
and Agency: Communications are Speech Acts (see Pragmatics) that are performed in,
and affect, social contexts. In the perspective of Structuration Theory, a communicative
sequence, however brief and seemingly inconsequential, articulates agency and con-
tributes to the continuous shaping of society by individuals and their interactions.

The communication–society nexus has been at the root of many debates, theoretical
as well as political, from Plato’s worry about the role of the poets in the ancient
polis to the potentially antisocial effects of mass propaganda and online computer



ED I T O R S’ IN T R O D U C T I O N i i i

games. Such debates have addressed several levels of the social structure. At one
level, Functionalism and Critical Theory pitted their different ideas of individual and
collective, and of material base and ideological superstructure, against each other for
much of the last half of the twentieth century, when a dedicated field of communication
research was taking shape. At another level, formations of race (see Critical Race
Theory), Class, and gender, as elaborated by Feminism, have posed central research
questions throughout the history of the field. At the level of concrete Signs—including
text, image, and music—different variants of Discourse Theory have explored how
communication participates in the Social Construction of Reality, and the extent to
which pervasive technologically mediated communication might be contributing to
epochs of Postmodernism or Posthumanism.

If philosophy has been a source of different ideas of communication for millennia,
the various disciplines feeding into contemporary communication research represent
centuries of scholarship. In some cases, recent decades have witnessed subdivisions and
reconfigurations of older disciplines, in several instances intersecting with communi-
cation research as this field (or discipline) emerged and consolidated itself.

Disciplines

Whereas the modern organization of science and scholarship as disciplines is some-
times associated with natural-scientific breakthroughs from the seventeenth century
onward, current research remains indebted to ancient articulations of, for example,
History and Geography in addressing questions of where we come from, and where
we are, literally and metaphorically. Regarding the material conditions of communica-
tion, it should also be noted that a range of physical and natural sciences have delivered
important foundations for both the practice and the understanding of communication,
withBiology andNeuroscience especially important in recent years. Over the centuries,
some disciplines have been completely redefined, Political Economy being a case in
point. Originating in the eighteenth century, political economy was the study of pro-
duction and trade and their relations with government and law, including the moral
implications of the resulting distribution of wealth in a society. Following the develop-
ment of Economics as a social science from the late nineteenth century, uses of the term
“political economy” have become more varied and occasionally ambiguous. Within
communication research, the common reference today is to critical approaches to the
role of media and communication in society at a macrostructural level, thus reconnect-
ing with the normative agenda of eighteenth-century political economy.

Two of the key disciplines contributing to communication research—Psychology and
sociology (see Media Sociology)—bear witness to the growing specialization of disci-
plines over the last century. In IECTP,we cover some variants of each of these disciplines
that, in particular, have informed communication theory; for example, social psychol-
ogy (see Psychology, social). Whereas it is sometimes noted that sociology and other
social sciences have tended to neglect or underestimate the importance of media and
communication for social processes and structures, fields such as media sociology and
Sociology of Culture can be seen to offer a common ground of shared research questions
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across disciplines. Additional disciplines such as Political Science and International
Relations, further, suggest the porous demarcations betweendisciplines, subdisciplines,
and fields: Regardless of whether one considers international relations a variant of polit-
ical science or a separate area of inquiry, both literatures have influenced the choice of
topics and approaches to political communication around the world.

Most recently, during the emergence of communication research since the mid-
twentieth century (Park & Pooley, 2008), a number of disciplines or fields have
constituted fellow travelers. A prominent example is Cultural Studies, which could be
considered either a more encompassing interdisciplinary formation or a theoretical
position within communication research. Ethnic Studies and Gender Studies, sim-
ilarly, have been sources of inspiration for communication studies as well as other
social sciences and humanities subjects. One remarkable silence, also in IECTP, is
the discipline of musicology, which traditionally has neglected the social uses and
implications of music. In part as a response to that absence in musicology and commu-
nications, Popular Music Studies has addressed this fundamental modality in modern
media of communication. A final instance of a discipline suspended between past and
present is Library and Information Science: Catering to a central cultural institution
since antiquity—the library—the profile of the discipline, over recent decades, has
been changing, in part because of the Digitalization of information infrastructures
around the world. Digitalization, equally, can be seen to affect the current profile of
communication research, its traditions, and its future.

Traditions

Communication theory is a crossroads of many other disciplines; it is also a round-
about with several exits that take researchers in the direction of different traditions
of communication study. As systematized and synthesized by Craig (1999), such
traditions coexist in the field, and they remain the source of both synergy and
confrontation. As elaborated in the entry on Traditions of Communication Theory,
one may rely, for comparative purposes, on a metamodel “that opens up a conceptual
space in which many different theoretical models of communication can interact”
(Craig, 1999, pp. 126–127). Within this space, seven main traditions can be identified:
rhetorical, semiotic, phenomenological, cybernetic, sociopsychological, sociocultural,
and critical communication theory. The metamodel, further, helps to clarify the ways
in which each tradition is distinctive, not just because it theorizes the phenomenon of
communication in a specific way, but also because each tradition relies on a particular
metadiscursive vocabulary. Different traditions variously seek to interpret, explain,
and reform the institutions, texts, and users that make up communication.

The various traditions of communication theory, thus, recall and reiterate issues of
ontology, epistemology, and methodology that have been part of an intellectual agenda
throughout the history of ideas and of scientific disciplines. Different ontologies are
suggested, for example, by the long perspective of Evolutionary Theory and Models
on how human communication came to be, compared to the focus of Social Cognition
on how human apperception is shaped, in a much shorter perspective, by historical
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circumstances and cultural contexts. The IECTP also notes the place, sometimes
unrecognized or implicit, of world religions such as Buddhism, Christianity, and
Hinduism in ideas and theories of communication. The seven traditions, in addition,
differ fundamentally on epistemological questions of what can be known about
communication and how, as suggested by their relative orientation toward positions
such as Empiricism or Constructivism. In the practice of communication research,
such orientations translate into methodological preferences, for instance, for the close
reading of signs in Rhetorical Theory or Semiotics, or for statistically representative
overviews of how different signs come to make a difference to different people through
processes of Agenda-Setting, Priming, and Framing.

While a metamodel may facilitate dialogue among different traditions regarding the
handling by each of “eternal” ontological, epistemological, and methodological issues,
questions remain regarding the status of metamodels themselves. As recognized by
Craig (2007), “there can be no absolutely neutral metamodel” (p. 141). Prompted by
critical responses (Russill, 2005), Craig (2007) went on to amend his metamodel, clari-
fying that his own position entailed an understanding of theories as tools for engaging
practical problems of communication. This position could, in fact, be understood as
an eighth tradition and “a largely pragmatist project … although it also includes and
welcomes dialogue with other incommensurable approaches” (p. 141). Like theoret-
ical traditions, metamodels remain subject to reflection and revision, partly through
debates internal to the field, partly also through considerations about a changingmedia
environment that externally circumscribes the study of communication.

Futures

Communication researchers may be tempted to commit prediction, in light of the
commonly recognized role of information and communication technologies in shaping
epochs such as an Information Society and a Network Society. In accordance with the
encyclopedia genre, we cover the changing technological and institutional conditions
under which communication is accomplished at the time of writing, while noting
different possible lines of development. There can be several futures of communication
and of communication theory.

The coming of the Internet, mobile communication, and social media represents
a welcome opportunity for the field to reconsider some of its internal divisions
as well as its shared profile. For a long time, the field was separated into de facto
subdisciplines studying interpersonal communication and mass or technologically
mediated communication, respectively (Rogers, 1999). With the popular breakthrough
of the Internet in the shape of the World Wide Web from the mid-1990s, an additional
rhetoric of online as opposed to offline communication became manifest, generating
large numbers of book titles and journal articles referring to Cyberspace and Virtual
Reality. More recently, the field appears to be recognizing different Communication
Types—one-to-one, one-to-many, and many-to-many—that occur, either singly or
in combination, on different technological platforms and in a wide variety of public
as well as private settings. Face-to-Face Communication, offline communication, or



v i ED I T O R S’ IN T R O D U C T I O N

embodied communication remains key to all social life; we constantly communicate
across the offline/online divide in Two-Step and Multistep Flows of Communication;
and all these types of communication are, at once, humanly embodied and socially
embedded. Humans could even be considered a first degree of media, preceding mass
media as a second degree and digital media as a third degree (Jensen, 2010).

Digital media in general and the Internet in particular may have been associated, so
far, with new capacities for communication, and with a much greater scale and detail
in the available empirical evidence about the contents and uses of media. Data-Mining
has become a central tool for researchers andmarketers (see Marketing), as well as reg-
ulators seeking to document patterns and practices of communication. Digital infras-
tructures also, however, carry important implications for theorizing communication:
what media do to people, and what people do with media (Katz, 1959). Metadata—the
bit trails that we all leave behind in and of our use of digital systems—bear witness,
not so much to who says what, in which channel, to whom, with what effect, but rather
to who does what, with which information, with whom, where, when, for how long,
in what sequences, and in which networks. Thus, today’s media users, in addition to
engaging in many different types of communication, also participate in Metacommu-
nication, with or without their consent, about the nature of their communications and
relationships—which are reviewed and recycled by bona fide marketers and public reg-
ulators as well as by hackers and spies. Once again, newmedia raise old questions about
the nature and implications of human communication.

… and a few philosophers and communication theorists

The selection of particular thinkers and scholars for encyclopedia coverage is perhaps
evenmore debatable than the identification of headwords covering key ideas, concepts,
and topics. IECTP devotes a limited number of entries to individuals whose work has
informed the contemporary study of communication in important respects. As editors,
we feel justified in claiming that the names included are, in fact, widely recognized in
the literature on communication theory; readers and critics may be equally justified in
arguing that additional names could be considered as influential on the same or addi-
tional parameters. Most of the biographical entries deal with central contributors to
Traditions of Communication Theory and to the disciplines feeding into the present
field. From the history of ideas, we consider classic figures, from Plato and Aristotle
to Kant and Wittgenstein (see Kant, Immanuel and Wittgenstein, Ludwig). Regard-
ing futures, we might be said to err on the side of caution by including just one name,
Turing (see Turing, Alan M.), who pioneered principles of digital computing as imple-
mented in communication infrastructures globally. We practice caution, as well, by not
assessing the work of any living communication theorists.

… but not everything we had hoped to include

Although the IECTP covers a wide range of topics, no reference work can be fully
comprehensive of such a broad, diverse field as that of communication theory and
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philosophy. Moreover, such a complex endeavor, extending over several years and
involving the efforts of hundreds of people, encounters unavoidable contingencies,
some of which in our case have resulted in the omission of important topics in addition
to ones that failed to “make the cut” in our initial planning. Several entries we had
planned to include had to be dropped, either because we failed to find the right authors
or because authors who had committed to write them were unable to do so in time
for publication. We especially regret the absence of full entries on Islam, Film/Cinema
Studies, Speech Acts, intersubjectivity, political and social theory, Race and Racism, and
Communication, History of the Idea. Some of these topics (the ones in italics) have
been included as “blind entries” that have no content but direct the reader to a related
entry. We hope that many of these omitted topics will be added in future updates of
the online edition of the IECTP.

The very idea of communication

It may come as a surprise that communication was a late arrival in the history of ideas.
Certainly, the capacity to communicate in signs and symbols is an evolutionary feature
of our species. But current common sense—that communication is the exchange
of information and insight among humans for purposes of coordination as well as
contestation—dates from the last half of the nineteenth century. As noted by the
chronicler of the very idea of communication, John Durham Peters (1999, p. 6), “mass
communication came first.” It was only after the introduction of electronic media,
from the telegraph via telephony and broadcasting to the Internet, that communication
was recognized as an inclusive category of human activity—in the flesh, via wires, and
over the air.

Long before the consolidation of a general category, term, or field of communi-
cation, of course, the phenomenon had given rise to much thought and theorizing.
One systematic of the idea of communication follows from the question: Who or
what communicates? At least three responses to this question have been offered.
First, the cosmos, at once natural and spiritual, communicates. In different variants,
religious worldviews will refer to the world as the manifestation or expression of
a deity, a message to the inhabitants of the world. The deity may be identical with
the world, in an animist or pantheistic perspective, or the deity may communicate
a will or command through any number of means, physical and metaphysical. One
illustration is the notion within medieval Christianity of the Great Chain of Being,
which was expressed both in the Good Book and in the Book of Nature, and in
which everything—all forms of existence—had its divinely sanctioned place (Lovejoy,
1936). In a multistep flow of communication, popes and priests would confirm and
enforce particular interpretations of what God, the Bible, and Nature was really saying,
and what this meant for their more common audiences. Where the Delphic Oracle’s
admonition had been “Know thyself,” the medieval admonition was “Know your place
in the chain of being.”

A second response to the question of who or what communicates has empha-
sized human beings as the site and source of communication. While the practice of
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communication may carry either religious or secular implications and consequences,
it can be understood, most basically, as something that humans can, will, and must do.
Humans can communicate, in verbal language as well as in images, numbers, music,
and other signs and symbols; we will and must do so, in order to tackle the natural
circumstances we share, and to organize ourselves as societies and cultures. It is this
understanding of communication that might be considered dominant, also before its
nineteenth-century articulation, as developed in the history of ideas from Rhetoric
via Hermeneutics to Semiotics and Cybernetics. In that perspective, communication
is a distinctively human bandwidth through which we engage both nature and each
other, and which enables a mode of existence that includes doubt and debate before
individuals and collectives decide what should be done.

A third response can be seen to integrate aspects of the first two ideas, suggesting
the complicated notion that natural or material manifestations hold cultural or human
meanings. Beyond the understanding ofmedia of communication as specific technolog-
ical and discursive extensions of humans (McLuhan, 1964; see alsoMcLuhan, Marshall
and Media Ecology), other types of artifacts as well as naturally occurring objects also
carry meaning: basic tools and architectural designs, flowers either in a field or in a
vase. In some cases, the meaning can be considered the intended outcome of commu-
nication (designing a public space, giving flowers); in other cases, the meaning may be
contingent, in the eyes and ears of recipients. This third understanding of communi-
cation pervades sociology, psychology, and other social sciences and humanities, often
without explicit reference to the category of communication. Communication theory
has sought to capture this complexity with reference to the concept of Metacommuni-
cation, which highlights the fact that, in addition to any transfer of information, one
level of communication establishes and maintains the relationship between communi-
cators, typically without explicit statements, but through tones of voice, gestures, and
contexts.

A second systematic of communication has centered on its degree of reciprocity,
as commonly summarized in references to one-way and two-way communication.
Whereas, today, two-way communication is widely taken as an ideal, even a political
and cultural right, superseding one-way authoritarian communication, Peters (1999)
referred to twomore general prototypes of communication, namely, dialogue (see Dia-
logue Theory) and Dissemination. Most traditional understandings of communication
will refer to a sender directing a message at one or more receivers, who may return a
message to the original sender, depending on technological and social circumstance,
thus establishing a dialogue. Dissemination, in comparison, sends out a message that
may or may not reach a receiver—in some sense of “reach” and “receiver”—literally
seeding meanings and understandings that might never come to be. One implication
is that communication is an uncertain affair, even if one subscribes to the dialogic
prototype: People may think that they are in contact and share the same insights
whereas, in fact, they do not. The two prototypes can be traced throughout recorded
history, and were associated by Peters (1999), in Western civilization, with Socrates’s
dialogues and with Jesus as disseminator.

A final systematic—communication as transmission and as ritual—represents one
of the most influential attempts at translating different ideas of communication into
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contemporary conceptual, analytical, and normative considerations. Formulated as
two models of communication by Carey (1975/1989; see also Carey, James), the
systematic raises the question of how individuals come to constitute collectives or
communities over time, in and through communication. As part of a critique of what
could be considered a dominant and, arguably, individualistic transmission model,
Carey held that communication is a Ritual, in a social and secular sense of the word:
Communication is the sharing of meaning and a condition of community. The ritual
model, for one thing, shifts the emphasis from a centrifugal toward a centripetal notion
of communication: Rather than individuals or institutions transmitting information
to each other, the entire process of communication is seen to converge on a forum or
commons in which conflict as well as consensus can be articulated and negotiated.
For another thing, community and society are not just outcomes, but aspects of the
process of communication, as summed up in a quotation from John Dewey (see
Dewey, John): “Society exists not only by transmission, by communication, but it
may fairly be said to exist in transmission, in communication” (in Carey, 1975/1989,
pp. 13–14).

It should be added that novel human artifacts as well as natural discoveries continue
to challenge received understandings of communication. A case in point is the
digital computer, which is commonly seen both as a means of communication and
as a source of cognition or Artificial Intelligence. Named after Alan M. Turing (see
Turing, Alan M.), the Turing test is thought to establish whether a human is able
to determine whether she or he is communicating with a machine or with another
human being. Cyborgs and Robots represent additional intersections of human
and machine who (that) may be said to communicate. As coded natural processes,
the transfer of genetic information, moreover, has been referred to as a process of
communication, not just in fields such as biosemiotics, but more broadly in popular
culture. If nature and life hold messages for humans, we might be said, through
genetic engineering, to be changing both the codes and the future conditions of our
communications.

Models of communication

The inclination of communication scholars to render their ideas in and as Models of
Communication is a distinctive characteristic of the field. Communication models also
informmuch public debate, and they enter into the educational systems of many coun-
tries as frames of reference from an early age. Beyond the general heuristic and didactic
value of these models, they suggest the extent to which communication has become a
common denominator—common sense—for thinking about and deliberating on con-
temporary social life. Communication models are both on paper and screens before us
and in our heads.

Herbert Simon, one of the founders of Artificial Intelligence research, noted how
models help to solve problems: “solving a problem simply means representing it so
as to make the solution transparent” (in Hutchins, 1995, p. 117). Models represent a
portion of reality (the problem), and they facilitate appropriate action (the solution);
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for example, appropriate empirical research designs. They do so by linking “models-
in-the-mind” and “models-in-the-world” (Shore, 1998, p. 15), mental representations
and graphic or visual representations. Whereas “internal,” mental models, as con-
ceptualized and studied by Psychology, are part of the repertoire of communication
theory, for instance, on Agenda-Setting, Priming, and Framing, the “external” variety
has been key to the understanding and use of models in the field.

From the perspective of Political Science, Deutsch (1963) proposed a systematic—a
model of models—that later informedMcQuail andWindahl’s (1993) textbook of com-
munication models. Deutsch (1963) counted four types:

• organizingmodels serve to locate and relate, for example, the elements of a commu-
nication process;

• heuristic models identify key moments of a communicative process—for instance,
the intermediary role of individuals in “mass” communication that feeds into Two-
Step and Multistep Flows of Communication;

• predictivemodels assess the course of a communication process, such as a political
campaign, by gauging the probability of various alternative outcomes;

• measuring models, finally, provide instruments for matching empirical features of
such a campaign to an explanatory framework through statistical procedures.

Whereas all these types can be found in communication research, sometimes in com-
bination, it is fair to say that “communication models” typically refer to the organizing
or heuristic variety. Importantly, models that, on their graphic surface, organize com-
munication in comparable ways may entail very different heuristics.

Three prototypical models that share much of their layout emphasize the material,
institutional, and discursive aspects of communication, respectively; all three models
include elements of sender, receiver, message, and channel. First, Lasswell’s (1948)
paradigm—who says, what, in which channel, to whom, with what effect—conceived
communication as a social process and media as social institutions (see Lasswell,
Harold D.). The time of its formulation helps to explain the attention given to the
effects of communication, for better or worse, in a world of international conflict.
Second, Jakobson’s (1960) model, deriving from linguistics and poetics, reemphasized
the importance of a discursive code, over and above the physical channel (what
Jakobson termed contact); the notion of a code of communication was not central to
Lasswell’s paradigm (see ). In addition, Jakobson’s model explicitly included a context
to refer to that which is represented in any communication. However, compared to
social scientists who, like Lasswell (1948), would think of contexts in terms of the
natural and cultural environments embedding communication, Jakobson (1960),
in a humanistic perspective, considered con-texts literally as texts, as being always
already discursive structures. These different conceptions of comparable constituents
of communication help to explain the rather different theories and methodologies
that have been preferred, respectively, by social-scientific and humanistic forms of
communication research.

The third prototypical model approaches communication as a physical or material
process. Grounded in the study of signal processing (Shannon, 1948), the popular
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version of the so-called mathematical theory of communication (Shannon & Weaver,
1949) has also been widely applied to human communication (Information Theory;
Shannon, Claude). Whatever is transmitted through some communication channel is
here understood as a signal, which is subject to decay through noise. In sum, different
models have defined communication either positively, in terms of the intentions and
behaviors of its senders and receivers, or as resulting from selections and combinations
within a discursive universe; or negatively, with reference to the portion of a signal
that is not eliminated by noise. The prototypes have spawned a variety of more
specialized models (McQuail &Windahl, 1993), perhaps especially regarding the uses,
effects, or consequences of communication, which have motivated a large propor-
tion of studies from both critical and administrative angles (Lazarsfeld, 1941). The
ongoing digitalization of the current media environment is likely to generate further
models—organizing and heuristic models to capture change as well as stability, and
predictive and measuring models to take advantage of more, and more differentiated,
empirical evidence to support the development of robust and relevant theories of
communication.

Theory, theories, and theorizing

Theories, including theories of communication, come inmany shapes and forms: grand
theory (Mills, 1959) about the origins and implications of human communication,
middle-range theories (Merton, 1968) about the uses of communication in public or
private settings, and diverse focused theories accounting for specific aspects of the
production, content, or reception of communication, including its technologically
mediated variants. Whereas grand theories such as Marshall McLuhan’s (1964)
position, summed up in the motto that “the medium is the message,” may be the most
familiar (see McLuhan, Marshall), mainstreams as well as substreams of communica-
tion research, more commonly, rely on middle-range and focused theories, sometimes
in combination. The selection of different kinds of theory is addressed, to varying
degrees, at the level of Metatheory considering what theory is, why theory is needed,
and how theory can and should be practiced.

Theories constitute packages with premises. To one side, theories merge into
paradigms (Kuhn, 1970), defined as configurations of ontological, epistemological,
and methodological assumptions about reality and how to study it. Among Craig’s
(1999) seven traditions, for example, sociopsychological theories of communication
tend to orient toward Empiricism, whereas sociocultural approaches align with
Constructivism. To the other side, theories imply particular operationalizations
and empirical procedures, as conceptual distinctions are translated into analytical
categories that lend themselves more or less well to, for instance, experimental or
hermeneutic research.

On the continuum from paradigms to procedures, theory does at least three kinds of
work. First of all, theory—in the singular—is the distinctive deliverable of science and
scholarship.Whether explanatory or interpretive, theory rises above the given instance,
and offers an intellectual resource that transcends time, space, and individuals—even
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if it may be falsified or reinterpreted in the very next instance. Theory is general, in the
sense summarized by Yin (2013): It is a product of conceptual, categorical, or analytical
generalization, whether or not it is supported by statistical generalization.

Furthermore, theories—in the plural—provide collectively established and recog-
nized, if preliminary, conceptual frameworks to guide particular purposes of inquiry
about particular domains of reality. Theories change and mix. Theories may be
complementary, or they may be incompatible and competing. Over time, theories
are abandoned and left for dead, only to be revived a decade or a century later.
And whereas paradigms have sometimes been considered so radically different as
to be incomprehensible to each other, the later work of Thomas S. Kuhn suggested
how translation—communication—between paradigms may be possible (Conant &
Haugeland, 2000).

Lastly, theorizing is an ongoing process of qualifying insights deriving from evidence,
including processes of interacting with collaborators and critics about the status of and
relationships between premises, evidence, and conclusions. In this regard,methodology
textbooks distinguish between deductive and inductive approaches. As codified inCrit-
ical Rationalism (see Social Epistemology), a hypothetico-deductive model derives a
rule to be tested against cases or instances. If a hypothesis cannot be rejected, the find-
ing in question is admitted, if preliminarily, into a body of recognized and cumulated
theoretical propositions. In comparison, induction assumes that, if a sufficient number
of cases or instances are examined, it becomes possible to infer a rule. A third form
of inference—abduction—while not traditionally considered a central model of scien-
tific reasoning, has been given more explicit attention in recent decades (Jensen, 2012).
Abduction introduces a new rule to explain why one encounters particular cases or
instances in a particular context of inquiry.The three forms of inference are rarely found
in any pure form, and it can be argued that an aspect of each is required to produce new
knowledge, as illustrated by the prototypical study of the relationship between media
use and an Attitude or Behavior (including Behaviorism, Behavioral Sciences, etc.).
Such a study will depart from a relatively specific hypothesis that derives from rather
more general sociological or psychological premises (deduction), and that can be tested
against a large number of concrete instances—responses or observations (induction).
The data analysis may suggest a pattern of findings that is only partly in accordance
with the hypothesis, perhaps leading to the formulation of a new rule (abduction) to
be examined in further research. The original premise of the study, similarly, was the
outcome of a (more or less bright) idea—abduction.

Despite their different notions of theory and theorizing, communication researchers
have regularly returned to the possibility of converging separate positions into interdis-
ciplinary frameworks. Both the ambition and the difficulty of convergence sometimes
emerge in encyclopedia and other reference works, such as Milestones in Mass Com-
munication Research: Media Effects by Shearon A. Lowery andMelvin L. DeFleur. With
a background in scholarly debates, accelerating during the 1980s, concerning the rela-
tionship between social-scientific and humanistic communication research, the second
edition of that work made prominent reference to an emerging “meaning paradigm”
(Lowery & DeFleur, 1988, p. 455), which presumably would admit some humanistic
milestones alongside social-scientific experiments and surveys from the 1920s onward.
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Only seven years later, however, in the third edition of the same work, the hint at con-
vergence had been replaced by a renewed emphasis on multiple parallel “focused the-
ories,” each of which would explain “some set of events or phenomena that has clear
boundaries” (Lowery & DeFleur, 1995, p. 397). Claims to milestones and other syn-
thetic overviews should always be read carefully as partisan statements of where the
field comes from, where it stands, and where it is—or ought to be—moving.

Theory and practice

Theory sometimes has a badname amongbusiness executives, policy-makers, and other
practitioners of communication, impatient with the conceptual and reflective niceties
of research. Also, communication researchers regularly take each other on in critical
assessments of the practical implications and relevance of studies, even though theymay
recognize that, in the words of one of the founders of the field, “nothing is as practical
as a good theory” (Lewin, 1945, p. 129). The duality of Theory and Practice is part of
an important legacy from the history of ideas (Lobkowicz, 1967). As with theory, the
very idea of practice has changed significantly over time.

To Aristotle, theoretical sciences produced true knowledge of reality, about eternal
matters and for its own sake; prototypical examples are physics and mathematics.
In contradistinction, practical sciences offer guidance for human action in reality:
Ethics and politics address individual and collective aspects of right conduct. A
third type—productive sciences—help us to act on reality and to make things, from
ships to speeches. In this typology, the study of communication occupied a juncture
between practical and productive sciences: “Whereas theōria cultivates scientific
knowledge and praxis cultivates practical wisdom, poiēsis [productive sciences]
cultivates technē—skilled, technical know-how. Aristotle … classified rhetoric as a
technē but also described it as an offshoot of ethical studies, thus identifying it with
praxis” (Craig & Tracy, 1995, p. 251).The first documented tradition of communication
theory—rhetoric—had an understanding of “communication as both (a) a morally and
politically significant social practice and (b) a skilled, productive activity involving the
use of technologies” (p. 252).

Over the centuries, the study of communication, like other fields and disciplines, has
been subject to a fundamental shift in the understanding of theory and, by implication,
of practice:

In the original Greek, theōria demarcated the domain of philosophy itself, the contemplation of the
cosmos as a beautiful totality, implying a concomitant education of the observer’s soul. But things
have changed. Theory now belongs largely to the practice of science … Theory must ultimately be
discussed, written, and published while philosophy can be oral and even completely esoteric …
“Theory” is the distinctive mark of academic work in general: it is what sets research apart from
other human endeavors … Theory has become the means by which we “act” upon others and
things. (Peters, 2012, pp. 507–508)

Today, communication theory remains poised between different notions of what theory
does—how “we ‘act’ upon others and things” in and through theory—and, in particu-
lar, what theory ought to do. In retrospect and overview, the academic institution of
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communication research has given priority to a theoretical, scientific orientation over
a practical, normative orientation:

Scientific theory is concerned with what is, not with what ought to be; the goal of scientific theory
is to discover general explanations of phenomena that increase our ability to understand, predict,
and control events. Normative theory, in contrast, is centrally concerned with what ought to be; it
seeks to articulate normative ideals by which to guide the conduct and criticism of practice [and to]
provide a reasoned basis for deliberating about, or critically evaluating, particular communicative
acts. (Craig & Tracy, 1995, pp. 248–249)

Facedwith these two roads of inquiry, the field hasmostly traveled the route of scientific
theory, particularly within the dominant paradigm of social-scientific communication
research (Webster & Phalen, 1997). As institutionalized around the world, commu-
nication research has widely aspired to become a science (Berger, Roloff, & Roskos-
Ewoldsen, 2009). Even the humanistic and critical traditions feeding into the field (Fink
&Gantz, 1996) havemostly produced general and retrospective rather than specific and
prospective interpretations and critiques.

We conclude by reiterating the classical roots, contemporary diversity, and future
potential of communication theory. Humans constantly engage in all manner of mean-
ingful interaction:We “cannotnot communicate” (Watzlawick, Beavin, & Jackson, 1967,
p. 49). By the same token, regardless of scientific or normative ambitions, the study
of communication has become a constitutive element both of the modern academy
and of political, economic, and cultural infrastructures around the world. In practice,
communication theorists cannot not communicate—with each other, and with other
practitioners of communication.
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