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PREFACE

Theories of Human Communication, which is now nearly 30 years old, has literally
grown up with the field. Stephen started writing the book when he was an
assistant professor back in 1974. At that time, there was only one communica-
tion theory text, which was a reader, and we had nothing like the landmark text
on theories of personality produced in psychology by Hall and Lindsay. Stephen
felt it was time for our field to move in that direction, which motivated the first
edition of this text. At that time, communication theory was largely an amalgam
of works borrowed from information theory, social psychology, and to a limited
extent, linguistics. In those years, one could not have identified the rich array of
traditions that has rightfully informed the field in the 1980s, 1990s, and beyond.

The evolution of the field since those early years has included a movement
from a preponderance of theories borrowed from other fields to theories created
by communication scholars and informed by the broad work of many other
fields. It has moved from a small cluster of neophytes to a huge corpus of well-
developed and evolved ideas. Communication has also moved from a smatter-
ing of relatively unconnected theories to numerous traditions, or communities,
of scholarship, each with coherence of its own.

Theories of Human Communication is not the only text available on this subject,
but it is the most senior work in this area and occupies the privileged position of
being able to reflect the many twists and turns, as well as continuing maturation,
of this field over three decades. The book has changed over nine editions in
many ways, but retains the features that readers most appreciate—a strong dis-
cussion of theory and the nature of inquiry, a high-level survey of theories across
the communication discipline, the continued addition of new materials and
sources, extensive citations, and a useful bibliography for further exploration of
specific theories, and an accessible writing style.

This edition continues the framework developed in the previous edition.
We have organized communication theory around two intersecting elements—
contexts and theoretical traditions—and have shown, across the chapters of the
book, how various theoretical traditions have added to our knowledge of eight
communication contexts. We believe that this framework accurately portrays the
diversity and complexity of the communication discipline. We hope this frame-
work provides a useful organizing scheme for professors around which they can
develop the course and for students seeking to understand connections, trajec-
tories, and relationships among the theories. We have added a feature that we
think students will appreciate—boxed quotations from various theorists reflect-
ing what they would like students to know about their work.

xxiii



xxiv

Preface

We have many people to thank. First, we offer our deep appreciation to our
adopters, who have kept the project alive, and to students from around the
world, who have told us over the years that the book was helpful in their educa-
tion. The staff and project team at Thomson Wadsworth have also been
extremely helpful. Special thanks go to Jaime Perkins, John Gahbauer, Kim Gen-
gler, Maria Epes, Cheri Palmer, Roberta Broyer, Lucinda Bingham, and Erin
Mitchell. We would especially like to thank Laura Houston and everyone at
Pre-Press, Inc., who worked on the production of this book.

Stephen W. Littlejohn and
Karen A. Foss
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