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RECENT DEVELOPMENTS IN EUROPEAN COMMUNICATIONS THEO_R’Z

Communications research and theory has its origins in. the development
of the media of communication, particularly mass media., In the beginning,
starting around the shift of the centurv, studies of mass communication were
occasional exercises carried out from the traditional bases of history, law,
etce, But as the soc1a1 importance of mass communication 1ncreased with
‘mass-— circulated commercial press and particularly after the introduction of
radio broadcasting in the twenties, this field of soctal communications
research began to grow and take shape. First it was usually associated

'w1th particular media, like German Zeltungswissenschaft (' Newspaper science’ )

or American. radlo research The latter was strongly stimulated by the
- market needs of rapidly expanding commerc1al broadcasting which in thls form
of audience research at the same time served as the main force to develop
general public opinlon surveys.1 Gradually, hoWever, media-bound approaches
were replaced by a more general view of the mass media; in the German area _ :
this development led between the wars to the emergence of Publizistik ( Science ' i
of" puhlic communlcation ) while the concept of communication research' broke
through in the American arena towards the end of forties (51gnificantlv
‘enough, Paul Lazarsfeld and his colleagues even changed the t1tle of their
series 'Radio Research' into 'Communication Research'). - S ' ) g
During the three decades that have been passed after the last war mass B
communication research in Europe has constantly increased, This increase,
however, 1s far from ‘the boom which has taken place in the United States,

In fact, compared with the rise of social sciences in. general and~sociology

in particular,the field of mass communication research has 'in only a few
' countries become an especially popular area of study (one of .the rare exceptions
is the country of ‘this author, Finland). o ' S

Consequently, the European arena of mass communication’ research is not a

'very abundant source of intellectual exercise. usually there are only one or

1 See e.g. Herbert I. Schiller, "Waiting for Orders - Some Current Trends in
Mass Communications Research in the United States", Gazette, 1974, PP. 11-21.



two significant bases of communication research in a country And vet, even
if it may be easily accessible as far as quantity is concerned, qualitativelv
if prov1des a most varied spectrum of activities, approaches and traditions.
They extend from .routine audience research carried out for the press and
broadcasting organizations to experimental studies of media effects, content
analyses of media output and various kinds of Journalism research -~ And
be51des this research activity, which is more ore less repeating American

patterns, there is much such research which might be characterized as genuinely

'European. for instance, semiotic and structuralist schools particularly in

France and Italy, studies of contemporarv culture particularly in Great Britain,
and Marxistic orientations in Fastern Europe but. increa31nglv also in- the West
particularly in the Federal Republic of Germany. Right now it is a fascinating'
field which seems to be in a state of rapid expansion (mainly because of -
1ncreased iriterest in communication o011c1es) and also in a state of 1dentity

crisis’'. Accordingly, speaking of intellectual exercise, the American arena,

' despite 1ts abundance might well turn out to be relat1vely poor compared with

the European arena w1th all itsg qualitative variation,

Given this variety, a fair and balanced reporting of the’ whole European

‘arena - especlally if Europe is considered (as it should be) to include the

soc1a11st countries - is therefore impossible in this presentation. What T
shall try to do 1nstead is an overview of current trends. in the more basic'
theoretical orientatlons 1. e. in the conceptual framework in which Furopean
communications research is being carried out. T shall 1imit my review to the
Western: part of Europe because the socialist countries would deserve a completely
separate treatment._ .

It is tvpical of current European orlentation in communicatlon research
to expand the focus of attention beyond the media, their messages and the
psychological reception process of the messages to the social and material
living conditions of the people.' As I once put it, in 11sting factors that
determine the reception of adult education programs, " however good the__
timing policy," however dominant the channel however close to real-life
experiences the programs may be, however easy the language, and however much
promotional 1nformat10n and even organizational mobilization may be exercised,
nothing helps if a person is seriously deprived in his ohjective and physical ’

surroundings, and consequently if he is psychologicallv so apathetic and
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allenated that the total motivation for 1mprovement and change in his socio=
.econemic s1tuat10n isg m1ss1ng. n2 Manlfestatlons of this way of thinking are
the Scand1nav1an projects started in the early seventies and called in Finland

c1t1zens 1nformational needs' and in Sweden 1nformation gaps in soclety
Both were 1n1t1ated and are malnly being carrled out within the broadcastlng
organizatlons, which 1nc1dentally is an 1nd1cation of the soc1a1 and informa—
tional commltment of these mass communication 1nst1tut10ns._,h

The p01nts of departure of the Swedish project are stated by the research-_
ers as follows: o '

'~ Marked. d1fferences among social groups with' respect t0 access.

‘to and utlllzatlon of esgential. 1nformation constitute a problem

in our soclety._ (! Essentlal' 1nformat10n is tentatlvely deflned

‘as 1nformation that enables the 1nd1v1dua1 to Survey and under-

stand the soc1ety he lives 1n, and allows . h1m actlvely to 1nfluence

the condltlons of his daily 11fe )— These dlfferences are prlmarlly

'funct1ons of factors outside the control of mass media, factors

such as the structure of society, the soc1a1 and economic status

of varlous groups and 1ndividuals, their personal capab111t1es, etci

- Even so, the tolés and potential roles. of mass medla should not

be con51dered a pr10r1 to 1ack 51gn1f1cance. Depending on - how they

.are controlled and utilized - in terms of policy, on plannlng and

productlon levels ~ the media may doubtless contrlbute either to

the broadenlng or to the c1051ng of 1nformat10n gaps.

The Finnish progect on citlzens 1nformat10na1 needs shares these p01nts
and stresses the soc1o~econom1cally determlned mechan1sms whlch accumulate on
‘the one hand materlal and mental wealth accompanles by 1nformat10nal activity
and material and mental poverty accompanled by 1nformatlonal p3831V1ty on the
other. . The pro;ect refers to a governmental commlttEe on the qual1ty of

l1fe 1n Flnland whlch found that due to. the accumulatlon process dlfferences

2 Kaarle Nordenstreng,'"Definltlon of the Audience and How to Increase It',
: Adult Educat1on by Telev131on (Geneva. European Broadcasting Union, 1973),
pp- 31-38. ' o : -

3 Sveriges Radio (Swedlsh Broadcasting Corporatlon), Audience and Programme
Research Bulletln No. 3, 1973. '



41..‘

in the overall standard .of living become greater than differences with regard
to any single component of the standard of 11v1ng. In analyzing mechanism of
" social inequality- the committee had further pointed out the functions of
segregatlon in soc1ety minimization of contacts between the prlvileged and
underpr1v1leged reduces the informationmal and social fields of operat1on of
both groups, leav1ng ‘the privileged to enjoy their beneflts with good con-
science and the underpr1v1leged to remain satlsfled with thelr lot., ' It was
also noted that soc1a1 studies and official statistlcs had untll recént years
largely supported these same overall tendencies. o

Empirical results of a nationwide survey carried out for this project
further verified'the'presenee'of this vicious circle: those who were already
well informed were most open to new knowledge and most capable of flndlng
'relevant knowledge, whereas the 111-1nformed ci.e. socio economically under—
'pr1v1leged were pa551ve and unable to tell where to find relevant knowledge,
furthermore the latter group dld not regard 1nformation and knowledge as
partlcularly 1mportant. ' N

An essential theoretlcal distinction applled in the prOJect is between
subjective and’ object1Ve informational needs. It was not found sufficient
Just to carry out ‘an opinion Survey and reglster subjectlvely percelved
informational needs ‘and w1shes° besides these it was necessary. to construct
an. alluround plcture of the respondent s object1ve lrv1ng condltions and hlS
poss1b111t1es for social actlon.. The aim was to see an- 1nd1V1dual's infor-
matlonal behaV1or (subjectlve needs) as an integral part of h1s total l1ving
condltlons and soc1al env1ronment (objectlve needs). Expressed in these
terms it is ev1dent that objective 1nformat10na1 needs. are least satlsfled
among the underpr1v1leged sections of the populatlon and that the greatest
dlfference between the subjective and objective- levels of 1nformatlonal
_need is to be found in the same groups which are left out81de the p081t1ve
accumulatlon of materlal and informational wealth in soc1ety._ The 'haves'
do not objectrvely have many 1nformat10nal needs unsatlsfled and yet they
ISubJectrvely have more 1nformat1ona1 hunger than ‘the 'have-nots s whose :
ObJECtlve informational needs are burnlng . '

Bes1des soc1al segregatlon referred to above the soc1o—econom1c system
is seen to employ various mechanisms which tend to keep the level of subject-

ive 1nformat10nal needs low. One ‘central concept in this comnection is the
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(bOurgeois) hegemonyVWhich may be understood as.a'filter extending to ‘the
-personal wor1d~v1ew of an 1nd1vidual and blasing oY blocking his process of "
. perceiving reality  The de facto function of the bulk of mass media is
taken to be an overall ‘support of this hegemony, e. 35 by means of a long-
term 1ndoctr1nat10n of certain imp11c1t values and a fragmentation of -
message supply which prevents rather than. helps an 1ndividua1 ‘to constrict
a holistic view of objective reality. _ ) :

The Finnish progect - as well as the correspondlng Swadish one'- might
equally well be classified as an exercise in polltical science or in general
sociology.as a piece .of communication research: the problem is to study
the dectual and. potential conditions for social equality and participatory
democracy. Consequently, there is a tendency to av01d a narrow communico—‘
logist S p01nt of view and instead take a fairly broad perspectlve with a -
wide range of soc1o—econom1c (obgectlve) factors to interplay with (subJective)
communlcatlon phenomena. In this context media of mass communlcation are
studied as a dependent rather than- 1ndependent varlable. ' '

_ It may be said that such an approach is no 1nn0vat10n in the traditlon
'of'Communication.research._ However, a close look will revealrthat:the
theoretical'framework'used-in'these'studies usually differs from those
applied in earlier research into thé same problems. The social factors
employed go far beyond the primary group considerations which used to dominate
earlier receiver studies, now it is the economic structure of society - the
total system ~ that is taken as the point of departure, 1nstead of some
more or less loosely deflned groups in soc1ety. T
- In fact, after hav1ng left the stage of medla-bOundedness and becomlng
an overall mass communlcation research the fleld may be seen to advance to
another stage: from a st111 narrow approach centered around the media (as
separated from soclety) to a w1der approach w1th the medla as no more than
'1ntegral parts of an overall 1deolog1ca1 machinery in- society, often called
1deolog1cal apparatuses + And it is ‘usually understood that thlS machinery,
which is seen as an 1ntegrated function of all social and cultural 1nst1tut10ns
with potentlal effects on pe0p1es consc1ousness, has a hegemonlstic'
character,'l E.'lt 1mp1nges upon the ind1v1dual consc1ousness such elements.

Wthh would not spontaneously prevail there but which w1ll also not be
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rejected by consciousness as they are so commonly shared-by the cultural
community. Thus-the'concept of 'mass consciousness',:introduced along with
tne traditional concept"public opinion', is seen not only as a sum or average'
of a number of 1nd1v1dual pieces of consciousness (a phenomenon at the micro
level) but also as a soc1al phenomenon “(at the macro level) relatively |
independent of indiv1duals. This is why I~ have titled a recent article
describing current thinking;in Scandinavian communications research "From 7
Mass Media to Ma"ss-ConsciousneSS".4 One might even say that the field, after
only recently gaining its identity, has with. this orientation started to move
from mass communicatlon research towards a general social sclence, i.e.
political economy of soc1ety on the one hand and an overall study of culture
on the other. _ _ _ _

At this p01nt one might observe a dilemma in the theoretical orientation‘
I have been describlng - on the one hand it is the material’ living conditions
of people and the SOClO economic structures that are seen as v1tal in
describing and explaining communication phenomena, and on the other hand
there seems to be a strong emphasis on the 1deolog1cal and manipulatlve pro-
cesses_taking place at the level_of mass consciousness.or generally speaking
at the level of the contemporary culture, SerioUs-queStiOns'may be raised
concerning the philosophical origins of these levels and their methodological
compatibillty.-' o

And’ 1ndeed a vivid débate is currently taking place in Europe atound
the relative 1mportance of material and ideological factors. in communications
theory, ‘Not surprisingly, this debate is taking place in the wider context
of the social'sciences in general: nothing less is at issue than the very
nature of society._ | - _ '

As is well known the western orientation in sociology has 1argely avorded
a materialistic concept of soc1ety ‘with structural factors in a central
pos1tion and has 1nstead constructed a model of soc1ety w1th 1nd1v1dual and
group 1nteract10n, i, e. basically communicatlon processas, ag the critical
factor. Such an orientatlon has fac111tated among other things, a conceptual confu51on
of power relatlons with the relations of communication - so popular in the dominant
western;thinkine, which tends to reduce the objective power antagonisms to plain
linguistic complications. It is not difficult tofnote how such a notion of society
g politically'useful in the comitext of capitalist econony, for instance nhen dis-

turbances in industtial relations may he explained by notions like 'semantic noise'
4 Chapter to be puﬁlisﬁed in George. Gerbner (ed.), Current Trends in Mass
Communicatlons,_(Mouton, forthcoming).




7.

and pressures towards industrial democracy met by measures.to_*facilitete the
flow of information.' In this tradition, the political democracy is de facto
reduced as a phenomenon to be placed mainly at the ildeological level: politics

is being played usually in the consciousness of the people and only exceptionally -

in revolutionary situations - in the more fundamental power relations of'society.

This:approach in soaial sciences has increasingly been faced with a
strictly materlallstlc appreach 1nspired by the classics of Marx1sm and
Leninism Whlch not only introduces the materlallstlc soc1o-economic structures
in addltlon to 1nteract10n processes and related phenomena of - (mass) con-
sciousness but also claims that they must be taken as primary factors in
explaining individual and social behavior. The socio—economic.structnres
are seen to be composed of the material arrangements of production in society,
i,e{'the productive forces and the relations of;production,'with.the_cor—
resﬁonding.social and econonic institutions determining relations between.
individuals (e.g{ ownership conditions). .The nature of_these_structures is
materialistic, although in nractice.they may mostly operate by means or.
symbolic {(and 1n that sense immaterial) communication. |

Consequently, the rise of modern communication research advocatlng a
socletal approach and equlpped with mew concepts of nonwmaterlal soc1al
_ communication processes has taken place within a very delicate context -
we might say in an exp1031ve situation. Paradoxlcally,'many of- those who
have 51ncerely thought they had advanced a wide approach with a concept of
mass communication as a soc1al process and mass ‘media as social 1nst1tut10ns
are often'flnd;ng themselves among the tradltlonal 'interactionists' being
accnSed‘bj more orthodox materialists of just being modernised'versions of
old 'psychologizers"and 'ideologizersT.of social-phenomena. "In fact, the
same criticism'islbeing directed towards some of the most outstanding
representatives of the current leftist schools in France and Germany, names
soch'as Louis Althﬁsser and Jurgen Habermas., And as is typical of social
sc1ent1f1c debates in Europe, criticism and counter~cr1t1c1sm are coupled
-with statements of polltlcal p081t10ns in Whlch many of those communlcatlon
researchers who' con51der themselves progressive - and who ‘certainly by
North Amerlcan standards would be classified 'leftists' if not "ultra-
Marxists'-have been labeled by the critics as 'right-wing deviants'

This debate, asrpot and bitter as it may be to those concerned, will
certainly prove to be a very.nseful medicine for the field - and not only
for;communicationsrresearch but for the study of social:and'cultural

phenomena in general, First of all, it serves as a guarantee that the field
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does not fall back into the era of narrow communicology but continues to be
socially oriented. Secondly, such a climate of scientific debate will
eliminate what mlght be called a petltmbourgeois reform' of the field
i.e., a superflclal reorientation without questioning the fundamental theo—
retical conceptlons. Examples of this type of risky 'half-way approach'
are studies of the economic structure of the media industry and cr1tlcal
appraisals of medla contents (often ambltlously calling themselves exerclses
'in the political economy of mass communication') not accompanled by a
conceptually comprehen31ve theory of socio-economic processes. Thirdly,
the debate compels research in this traditionally quite eclectic field to
undertake an explicit analysis of its basic theoretical and philoSophical
propositions. And f1nally the debate on the nature of communication and
communication research is a welcome phenomenon because there seems to be a
tendency in several trad1t10nal social and even humanlstlc sciences to 'flnd'
the concept of communlcatlon and consequently to recapltulate thelr own '
theories in terms of human communication. ' '
Naturally there is nothlng wrong as such in attempts of the tradltlonal
fields to 1ncorporate concepts and findings of communications research and
1nformat10n theory in their (often quite poor) theoretlcal frameworks. But
in Western tradition ‘there is a potential risk of communlcatlon becoming
another maglc phenomenon which would easily occupy a- domlnant p051t10n in
many flelds of arts and sclences (from literature to economlcs) and rather
mask and obscure than. clarlfy and advance the state of the art in these
fields. A German partlcipant in the debate on the nature of communlcatlon
and its research has dlrected the follow1ng bltter words to ‘both modern
commun1cat1on researchers who are overlooklng materlal elements in “the -
process and to those out51ders who have become so fasclnated by the concept

of communlcatlon that it is. understood as the element of human nature and

is thereby mystlfled "The general tendency to explaln everythlng from
commun1cat1on...1s not science but ideology. " As not a s1ngle one of the

objects of communlcatlon research is essentlally composed of communlcatlon,

communication becomes a fetlsh which not only explalns nothlng but even

largely dlsturbs.'_'5

5 Karl Held, Kommunikationsforschung - Wissenschaft oder Ideolog1e7
Materialen zur Kritik einer neven Wissenschaft. (Munich: Carl Hanser
Verlag, 1973), p. 184, :
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As has become clear by now; all these developments and. debates are
certainly not isclated from the general trends in social and;humanistlc
sciences or from the changing patterns of the overall socio-politico-
economic system. I.should like to conclude my presentation by discussing
" not only European bot mofe universal tendencies of the field., I am in fact
suggesting that the reorientation taking place in the field of mass com-
munication research more or less everywhere in the western (i.e. capitalist)
world is characterized by prec1sely the same tendencies as the current
European thinking.._Significant global tendencies may just hecome.more
visible in European (and particularly Scandinavian) cireumStanees. |

The global trends in the field of mass communication research can be
summarized in terms of two interrelated tendencies on change: (1) a tendency

towards a more holistic framework, and (2) a tendency towards Eollcy

'0r1entat10n.6 The holistic approach, for its part, may be seen to 1mply two

suanspects, namely, (a) a stressing of the processual approach_COVering

simultaneously various stages of the communication process, and, (b) a

stressing of the contextual approaeh tying the particular communication
phenomena 1nto w1der soc10-pollt1co—economic settlngs. ' _ |
It is not dlfflcult to trace in these tendencies a rebellion against
the pos1t1v1st-behav1or1st traditlon._ In terms of the phllosophy of sc1ence
it is exactly th1s shift from p051t1vism towards anti-positivism that may
be seen_as crucial in the present reorientation of commun1cat10n research
.~ as well as in the so-called crisis of western social'seienees'in general.
'In'the present'eontext it is particularly imoortant to note the
1mp11cat1ons of p051t1v1sm for policy considerations. The cruc1al not10n
of p031t1v1sm - called in ph1losoph1cal debate ‘the '"Humean gulllotlne
- argues that one cannot 1nfer from 'how things are’ 'how they should be'.
Coals of soc1al actlvity are understood. as somethlng voluntary and subJectlve,
valuehbound choices. are placed by definition outsrde the scope of objective |
knowledge. Consequently, research and politics are sharply separated from

each other, and there prevails a relativism of values. Anti-positivism,

6 Cf. UNESCO,'Proposals for an International Programme of Communication
Research (COM/MD/20, 1971), p. 6.
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for its part, claims that a study of the objective laws of social proeesses,
in their widest sense, can be derived from social goals grounded on objective
facts:. These social goals - the 'how things should be' - oan be ihferred,

at least to a great.ektent, from the laws followed by goal-directed social
processes, once the_latter have been discovered. Consequently, research .-
and politics canmnot and should not be sharply separated. |

At this point one might ask why such a reorientation in the social

sciences in generél'and mass communication research in particuler has heguh
to take place. What are the cultural and social determinants behind this

"movement ' ? Ih—the_p;esent_analysi&HvnT?“6ﬁe“Uveraitﬂfattur-willwbe“singted

The suggested significant factor is the historical development in

western industrialised societies, in consequence of which idédlogical control
over the mass consciousness has become increasingly &ifficult_— and hence
ever more vital for the socio—economie system to handle. _In_spite-of the -
indoctrinetion influencing individuals through_all established’institutions
in eoeiety - not least hy the mechanism of fragmentatioﬁ in edUCation and"
ﬁaes commﬁnicetion —--large segments of the population remain dissatisfied,
and what is also significaht, new elements such as students'have become -
1nvolved in this refusal to digest what is centrally fed to them through
soc1a1121ng 1nst1tutlons, including the mass media. Th1s is not a’ prOper
context to discuss the reasons for this surveillance of spontaneity ‘and
protest amid the manipulative mechanism of society (including”the falsifica-
tion of the theory of 'repressive intolerance'); it Suffices-here'to note
that there is someth1ng in the concrete soc1al reality which ‘breaks
through' ‘all manlpulatlon. '

Accordingly, since the traditional methods of 1deolog1cal control have
proved 1nadequate one has been urged forward to search for more effective
means to touch the minds of the masses, This is Why so much is said today
of ‘comprehension of messages', 'audience passivity’, etc.,.these kinds of
new looks into the mass communication process (1nclud1ng the act1v1tlsts of

'citizen part1c1patlon ) is a must for the established soc1a1 order if it
is goihg to maintain in the long run its mental and material contrOl over
the bulk of the population. Similarly, at the level of the social selences

it has been an objective need of social forces to turn the positivistic
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tradition into a more holistic approach. It was no longer sufficient to
contribute to the manipulative mechanisms by piecemeal studies and theories
which by-pass many significant features in social developments, partlcularly
those generatlng dissonence and revolutionary potential.

By and large it simply became vitally important to assess the soc1a1
reality,_lncludlng the process of mass communication, more truthfully and
in a macro perspectlve. And this assessment was not to be made for academic
convenietice but for an _emerging, soc1a11y determined concern for communica-
tion pollcles.7 As is well known, systematic policies and long—range
planning are another vital response to the objective development of the _
socio-economic system ('state~monopoly capitalism’ in industrialisedrcountries
and the process of 'modernization'in developing countties}, Consequently,
a need for p011c1es and plannlng in the communlcatlon fleld of soclety
derlves not only from the motives for 1de010g1ca1 control but also from a
general tendency towards more coherent soc1o—econom1c processes. All these
pressures have caused a bankruptcy for the positivist tendency to define
pollcy—related goals and objectives as 'non-scientific'. Western social
sciences, including.communications research, have moved closer to the
Marxist concept of social science. '

But the phllosophlcal and political situation is far from a simple one.
In terms of the present analysis, the new approach in communicatlon research
as well as boostlng interest in communication policies can be seen to
reflect the same basic tendency of having the mechanism of the prevailing
social order brought up-to-date, and thus supporting the basic tendencies

of the status quo.- Accordingly, a progres51ve- communication researcher

,flnds himself ‘in a paradoxical situation: no matter what he subjectlvely

mlght advocate, hlS services are largely channeled in the. given socio- economic
context for the benefit of the existing social order. However, this certainly
is no determlnlstlc process — to become a defaitist would be another form
of ultra—leftlsm - and there always remains a certain scope of movement

Wlthln the sc1ent1f1c tradition as Well as in social development in general

7 See e.g. UNESCO, Meeting of Experts on Communication Policies and Planning
(COM/MD/24, 1972), and Ithiel de Sola Pool, "The Rise of Communications
Policy Research”, Journal of Communication, 1974, pp. 31-42.




