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We wrote the first and second editions of this textbook at a prosperous time in the
life of our nation when U.S. media industries were undergoing rapid change. Amer-
ican corporations were spreading around the world. Dot com companies were thriv-
ing in a “New Economy” that some thought likely to prosper for decades. New
media technology was evolving so rapidly and new media applications were prolif-
erating so fast that a new scale of “Internet time” was created to measure change.
“Brick and mortar” companies were distained in favor of virtual enterprises.

Change was also going on in media theory and research. Theory was in fer-
ment as new perspectives challenged long-standing notions. Researchers strug-
gled with questions flowing from the changes in media. They debated how best
to understand the role of new media and chart their place among the well-
established mass media. Considerable research focused on mass media entertain-
ment and its effects. Researchers asked whether new media-based entertainment
would displace established mass media. Would the Internet displace television or
would the tube absorb the Internet? Would people pay the extra price to get
HDTV? Did the protection of children from online smut require new laws? What
would happen to face-to-face communication in the wake of the email onslaught?
Virtual democracy? MP3? Web radio?

On September 11, 2001, everything changed. As we wrote the third edition
to this textbook, the Western world was reeling from the terrorist attack on the
World Trade Center in New York and on the Pentagon in Washington. A new
type of war was declared on terrorism. Americans were told to make important
sacrifices and to be vigilant, but at the same time to carry on our daily lives as
though September 11 had never happened. As authors, we faced a serious chal-
lenge. When it comes to media theories, what is still relevant and what is unim-
portant? How can and should we understand the role that media now play in the
world that has been radically altered? In our previous editions we argued, “the
price to be paid for our failure to understand the role of media is dear.” We
pointed to controversies over the effects of media violence and the banning of
rap music lyrics. We worried about growing dissatisfaction with modern election



campaigns and the role of an increasingly “bottom-line” focused press in our
democracy. These questions remain important and will doubtlessly rise again on
the media research agenda. But for a time these questions have been displaced by
more pressing issues.

On September 11, we were eyewitnesses to an atrocity that will forever alter
our experience of our social world. The power of media to mediate an event and
bring it into our homes was never before demonstrated so dramatically. But how
should we understand this power? Is it something we should embrace or fear? Is
it a new form of media power or has it been seen before? In the weeks following
the attack, our nation was swept by a wave of patriotism not seen since the Sec-
ond World War. Support for government and the president rose to new heights.
Did media play a role in fostering this transformation of public opinion? In a
time of national crisis, what role can and should media play? These are new ques-
tions for this generation of media researchers, but they are also old questions—
questions that the first generation of media researchers grappled with in the
1930s and 1940s.

This textbook uses an historical approach to presenting media theory. In pre-
vious editions, we argued that the value of this approach lay in its ability to re-
veal how social theory generally—and media theory specifically—develops in an
ongoing effort to address pressing technological, social, and political problems.
Often the most important eras for media theory development have been those of
crisis and social turmoil. These are the times when the most important questions
about media are asked and the search for their answers is most desperate. For
half a century after the 1940s, we relied on media theories forged in the cauldron
of economic depression and worldwide warfare. But by the 1990s, the concerns
of earlier eras had faded. In our last edition, we asked whether an era of dramatic
technological change might give rise to new media theories for a world whose
problems were different from the 1940s. Did we need new media theories to fit a
stable and orderly world with rising economic prosperity and startling but bene-
ficent technological change?

Now we confront the challenges of a world in which many old questions about
the role of media suddenly have an important new urgency. As you read this book,
you will find that we devote considerable attention to propaganda. This attention is
necessary because in the 1930s and 1940s, the most important questions concern-
ing media centered on propaganda. Could media propaganda induce widespread
conversions from one ideology to another? Was systematic censorship of media es-
sential to the preservation of democracy as we faced the totalitarian threats of fas-
cism and communism? How could propaganda be used to promote democracy at a
time when the deficiencies of democracy were so evident and the fruits of totalitar-
ianism so alluring to masses of people around the world? After September 11, simi-
lar questions are again being asked and answered in the highest circles of the
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American government. Hollywood writers and executives were invited to meetings
with the White House and military to win their aid and support for the war effort.
Television networks were asked to voluntarily censor enemy video that could be
sending coded messages. On television screens, we saw the faces of masses of angry
people in cities across the Islamic world. Propaganda was clearly inflaming their
passions. Could this propaganda kindle domestic unrest—could U.S. adherents to
Islam be converted along with their counterparts around the world? We faced an
enemy skilled at using propaganda to promote a religious ideology that most Amer-
icans find incomprehensible because it is so fundamentally opposed to their way of
life. And yet, this ideology clearly had a strong appeal in many parts of the Islamic
world. In the new war that we will be waging for years to come, media are likely to
be among our most important weapons. A propaganda battle for the hearts and
minds of people will again need to be waged. An understanding of media theory
will provide crucial insights for this new war.

A Unique Approach

The Use of History

One unique feature of this book is the way we provide balanced, comprehensive
introductions to the two major bodies of theory that currently dominate the field:
the social/behavioral theories, which some have labeled communication science,
and the cultural/critical theories. We need to know the strengths and the limita-
tions of these two bodies of theory. We need to know how they developed in the
past, how they are developing in the present, and what new conceptions they
might produce because not only do these schools of thought represent the mass
communication theory of today, they also promise to dominate our understand-
ing of mass communication for some time to come.

Many texts emphasize social/behavioral theories and either ignore or deni-
grate cultural/critical theories. Instructors and students are then forced to sup-
plement their texts with books that introduce critical/cultural theories—books
that often express open hostility toward social/behavioral theories. To solve this
problem (and we hope advance understanding of all mass communication the-
ory), we systematically explain the legitimate differences that exist between re-
searchers who use the different theories. We also consider possibilities for
accommodation or collaboration between them.

In this book, we assume that it is important for those who study mass communi-
cation theory to have a strong grounding in the historical development of media



The Use of Topics

The Big Picture
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theory. Therefore, in the pages that follow, we trace the history of theory in a
clear, straightforward manner. We include discussions of historical events and
people that students will find inherently interesting, especially if instructors use
widely available videotapes and other materials to illustrate them (such as politi-
cal propaganda, the War of the Worlds broadcast, Adolf Hitler, and so on).

It is important, too, that students realize that theories have been developed to ad-
dress important questions about the role of media—enduring questions that will
again become quite important as new media continue to be introduced and as we
deal with a world reordered by September 11. We must be aware of how the radi-
cal changes in media that took place in the past are related to the changes taking
place now. Examples can be found in discussion questions at the end of chapters.

We attempt this engagement with mass communication theory in several
ways. Each chapter includes a section entitled “Exploring Mass Communication
Theory,” directing students to the Internet and World Wide Web where they can
use InfoTrac College Edition to investigate hundreds of journals and magazines
in search of supporting or enriching material, and where they are also directed to
interesting Web sites relating to the chapter’s content. The “Critical Thinking
Questions” section serves two functions. First, students can review the chapters’
important points and, second, students can use that information to think criti-
cally about their own values and assumptions. We believe that mass communica-
tion theory, if it is to have any meaning for students, must be used by them.

All chapters also provide lists of significant people and their writing; boxes
that explain or illustrate important ideas, events, or theorists; definitions of im-
portant terms in the margins near where they first appear; and chapter summaries.
At the end of the text is an extensive bibliography as well as a thorough index.

This textbook provides a comprehensive, historically based, authoritative intro-
duction to mass communication theory. We have provided clearly written exam-
ples, graphics, and other materials to illustrate key theories. We trace the
emergence of two main bodies of mass communication theory—social/behavioral
and critical/cultural—and conclude with a discussion of how these two tradi-
tions support the media literacy movement and might be combined to produce a
new theory of mediated communication.
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We offer many examples of social/behavioral and critical/cultural theory and
an in-depth discussion of their strengths and limitations. We emphasize that
media theories are human creations that typically are intended to address specific
problems or issues. We believe that it is easier to learn theories when they are ex-
amined with contextual information about the motives of theorists and the prob-
lems and issues they addressed.

In the next few years, as mass media industries continue to experience rapid
change and as we come to terms with the post—September 11 “new world order,”
it is quite likely that understanding media theory will become even more neces-
sary and universal. All the old questions about the role of media in society and in
people’s lives will resurface with renewed relevance. This book traces how these
questions have been addressed in the past, and we provide insights into how they
might be addressed in the future.

The Supporting Philosophy of This Book

The philosophy of this book is relatively straightforward: Though today’s media
technologies might be new, their impact on daily life might not be so different
from past influences. Changes in media have always posed challenges but have
also created opportunities. We can use media to improve the quality of our lives
or we can permit our lives to be seriously disrupted. As a society, we can use
media wisely or foolishly. To make these choices, we need theories—theories that
explain the role of media for us as individuals and guide the development of
media industries for our society at large. This book should help us develop our
understanding of theory so we can make better use of media and play a role in
the development of new media industries.
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