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ABSTRACT

Since the end of World War I, American communication study
has experienced a relatively quick and widespread development, and
the dissertation deals mainly with the theoretical aspects of this kind
of development. Through several key themes, we want to explain the
general thread of empiricist thoughts, which is its essential stream,
and to compare the conflicts and some merging trends between
empirical analysis and critical analysis. Besides, it is also our
intention to discuss their respectively theoretical advantages and
disadvantages, and to expound the realistic significance of some
relevant questions for contemporary age.

There are eight chapters altogether in this dissertation conce-
rning the postwar development of American communication theory.

Chapter one: The evolution of American empiricist commu-
nication study since the end of World War 11

In comparison to formerly certain researches, which has begun
since the early days of the 20th century, the study of this time still

follows generally the given direction set by its founders ( eg., P.
Lazarsfeld, C. Hovland, K. Lewin, H. Lasswell, and others ).
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However, because of the change in research environment, research
purpose, and the needs of the subject itself, various developments
occur in this field. These developments not only show us the general
trends of empiricism, but also have theoretic importance to the rising
and growth of criticism.

Chapter two: Frankfurt School and American communication
study

Within the context of this dissertation, Frankfurt School is
treated as the source of American communication critical analysis.
Due to the interposition of this school, empiricist communication
research finds its real opposite. Although the pessimistic attitude
towards mass media and scientific technology, the thoughts of
Frankurt School are of some great value to the question — setting,
development and reconsideration of American communication study.

Chapter three: The characteristics of empiricist media research
during the turbulent period

We use the word "the turbulent period ”to point to American
society of the 60’s. The research of this time is carried out around a
new tool of mass media : television. On the one hand, empiricism
need to provide the evidence of policy — making for American
government. On the other hand, it faces the task to examine and
expand its own theory and method. So the projecting question is the
relationship between media research and public policy — making,and
the contradiction between long, accumulative study and immediate

effect , which is needed by the government, also become more
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acute. In fact,all of these things concerns the more deeper aspects of
social culture.

Chapter four : The great influence upon American communi-
cation study by M. McLuhan

In this chapter, we begin with McLuhan himself and his own
basic opinions to discuss mainly following questions : he insists what
kinds of understanding about this subject and how he considered the
status quo and future of some relevant issues ; the important
difference and relationship between his thoughts and other American
communication theories, among them, empiricism is principal, but
critical study is also relevant ;the defect and unreality of his theory
raised at the beginning of electronic media ; and finally, the unique
effect of his some opinions, which is distinctive as well as novel, to
the development of communication theory.

Chapter five : Social responsibility theory : as the theoretic
base of American communication system

Generally speaking, empiricism do not set up the theory of
communication system, but it can not avoid really the questions
about communication tool and system. In this respect, it insists on
American bourgeois theory of the press, directly or indirectly. The
conflict and inconsistency within empiricism reflect the contradiction
of this theory itself, but the great challenge comes from its opposite :
critical school.

Chapter six: The emergence, development and inner contra-

diction of Agenda — setting research
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This theory concerns the effect of mass communication,and has
been in vogue since the 60’ s and 70’ s. As a new perspective of
American empiricist communication study, it still attracts much
attention of researchers from several disciplines, including commu-
nication field. In short, empiricist method understands the effect of
agenda — setting of media from a positive angle, while critical method
analyses the political and economic purposes behind agenda — setting
from a negative angle.

Chapter seven: On Uses and Gratification Research

Uses and Gratification Research, also as a new perspective,
expresses a change in the field of effect study, that is : from
communicator to audience, especially, to how the latter uses the
media information and receives gratification from it. To some extent,
in American communication research, it is a common topic for
empiricism and criticism. Both of them are interested in the
relationship between audience and communication media, and the
conflicts between them also have some effects to promote each of
them to correct and complement its own theory.

Chapter eight: The theoretic evolution and controversy of
American Development Media Theory

The discussion about this theme involves some basic theories
and methods of communication “study, the theoretic and realistic
significance of the study to the mass media and national develo-
pment, and the fundamental differences between empiricism and

criticism in certain issues. Along with the change of the world ’s



ABSTRACT 5

political situation and the quick progress of new technology of
information communication, there are some new theoretic trends in
American development media research, which, to a certain extent,

may have contemporary and world significance.



