
DEF.INING .THE ~IELD OF COMMUN.ICATION 

Defin.ing . a · f"tald is a pt:"ofessional .and philosopbica l necessity fo!: thou who ~ork in it • 
. 1t: fot:" no otliet:" reasoD. than to be a)le to explain it to others. The ,eask .requires a conceptual 

ba:J.1s. an hi~tor1cal ratfoMle. and & form of <lcade.lllic. organizat1on to giva it. practical . 
s.ubstance; . _ . . . . . . . 

Th", conceptual b:asis hinges on the "kind of interaction tie. conceive communic.1'It1on' to be. 
·Clearly. it. is interaction through. sYllbols and messages. II!e ·nature and role of messaau and 
·systeMs ot mesB8ge~ in life ~nd society is. therefore • . the disti~utshi~8 ~onceptual b.sis for 
coa:r:Nriicatlon as a fi~ld of sc:udy. Thb concern vith eha nature and role C!f Wlesa:ages is on 
.tbe. perlphltdes of many . disciplines but at the. ceneer of none except. coamul.'l1ea.t"ions. (I pcrefer 
to ·use communication • . singu.lar .. for the proce.ss. and :coml"luoicat.i.oDs. plural. for !;he field of. 
stUdy; or di.sCipLine,. 48 in economics.) . . . 

Wha.t makes communications a d:iscip~1n·e is that" it hits .somet.hing to say about every hlllllan 
and 5·ocl~l · . situa.~ion. JuJ . d·D bistOry. economics; phyllic8 or any of the established disciplines. 
cOm::lunica.eiou& ·has a unique c·ontr1bution ·to make to the· u!1ders.t.and1ng . Q! any human rclationsh.ipc 
·or s1tll~t.ton. .. . .. . . . . .. 

The historical .rationale for the definition, and the. d1scipline bllSed on it. ste1ll'l frOll 
the tact . that ~ommUDlcation is the procQss that distinguishes Hu~ sa~ from oth.~ $pecies. 
Most an1mals relate, man)' int.eract. sotae. 
even lear:n to rec08nia:e··sigqs. b.ut non. 
livea in a world defined· by its own · 
symbolic .constructiona. Only human · 
befnlS believe in the bi&le, play "ll,udc · or 
chess, ·and live. and die and, alas, Idll 
milUOOlil. because Qf t..&t"Se lIbatractlons that 
l()1Oa ao: importaa.t to · so many. . . 

~he . . best genera·1 ten for ·.that 9)'1n'O~lic · 
con"S·t"l"uctio~ process ·1"8· story telling . . A,ll 
our ·art8, .sciences; reli81on.S.' and state.·· . 
crate·; constat mostly. of stories we tell and 
internalh:e. That process weaves· thc ·se8.ll-
1~.s& .... b .~f hUman culture.!! ·dd.intog '.the . 
world and gu·1diQg its social relationships. 

. In · that ·generai sense. there are tht·ee 
types of storIes. and the pr·Oc.es9 of atory­
r:elling has undergone .tvo major .transfor ... 
mat.ions. The .three" type. ·of stories. are. 
·st.orie •• b.o·~t how c-hliilS wrk (dra-M and 
fic"t~Q wh1eh ·make: the all important ·but 
inviaj,1ile "l"etations.h,"p' ill 11fe vidbl", .. nd 
"Understandable); storiH about Wat things . 
are (£acts~ . expoSitions; dascrlpt:f.ons,);· 
and stories about what to do about them 
(stories of action. · .choic·e~ and vaiue such 
as sarGIonll.~ ins·t"t'uctiona, and COll'lll'lerc1ala). 

. For the· longest tiM In human history. 
these stories· w.ete told tlle~ to face. · 
a'emot"i,zed as ritualil and mythologies, aocl 
locorpora-=ed ·in reliaioulI < The first 
traosfoi1:rlation was the it\dustrtaL · .the: 
first machine was th .• · printing· pre.ss which 
mada t.tle ·mass ·product:i.o·n ot symb,U., ... ign •• 
.a.nd stories possible. It broke· the ritual. 
and ·with it the ·magic pover Df the oral · . 
int.r~reter. the pt"~est 0; others minisC:a.r­
~~& by . the $poke;n wo"Cd. 't us~red Iii; tho. 
era·· of I1'IOdern .ass pubUca! · loose 
aggre,at1ons of people who never meat and 
yet share some co~sd.ou8aess in.eoll'lmon. . 
The· ·pt:'oees8···by·:which·-~hey- eome- to ··share and 

to lH)come melllbers ~f ·the far-flUng a88u­
gations called p~blics is aptly· termed 
publication. Print ti,S the: first erutor 
of tIlfias pcublic.s. ti(J.t of our assulflJition·iI 
about s~cular goverMle.Rt· •.. educatlon .. . and 
cultural· life"· stelll £"1'011 the print era. 

.. The second tratUi!ormation is the 
. l.c.tr~ic. We have. e.ntered tbe telee-oll.­
Inunications era, tbe : n.4gsWip of vh1ch is· 
(and lIi11 long r8:1Dain) broadcast television. 
That is · different trom.· othf!r ·lnedia such as:· 
print •. film .• · or :Q.ven video ·by cable·. . .. 
TeleVision. as VII.S (In-industrial religion. 
i:J a rit.uaL Most viatiera tiat.ch· television 
relatively non-~el.cttvaly--by the cloe~ · and 
not by the program. . they wa~ch vhat~er 
1s on at a · particular ·time. and ·do : not pick 
and choosj!: and .tune ia· and out: s~l.ctively 
as they do with print, fibn· in.· ~o,""le theaters. 
and cable. The esseose of ··a-.cer::;·rallzed 
and offict~lly 11c.n~ed ritual . llke 
television is that it. . exposes far-fl~g and 
ot·hervlse heterogeneous · conaunities to a · 
co.on system of story-·talling. Tlits 
tends . t ·o blur the traditional distmctions 
of !ie~. age; neighborbo"d. class and other· 
inten8ts. blend . them, into a· more coh.erent" 
ideology. ~nd bend them to the institutional 
interests · of television as the chief cultural 
arms of industrial societies.· . 

Our research h •• called this p.tpcess 
·''mainAtream.irig'' and" bas b~n to 81tablbb. . 
1t ~ principal characteriat~cs. · These · include 
th~ blurring ·of 15oci&1. and cultural dis­
tinctions ~d the ;t.on.g-t~ni .cultivation of 



a more homogenized and stable ideological 
cOrnr.1.onalities in otherwfse heterogeneous 
communities across the nation and the world. 
Th?t process makes obsolete many of our print­
based assumptions about government, education, 
and the cultural process. It raises funda­
mental questions not only about basic concepts 
of democratic self-government but also about 
the acculturation, socializatibn and even 
survival of human communities. These 
questions, inherent in the rise of new story­
telling systems and technologies, -provide the 
historical challenge which the new discipline 
must address. The challenge of the media and 
their ,culture extends of course into every 
realm of interpersonal, social, and organi­
zational activity. 

The academic organization we have 
developed to address these issues consists of 
three parts. The first is'what we call 
codes and modes meaning the area of study 
that focuses on how we structure and process 
messages in different media 'and modes and how 
we analyze them. This area also includes 
the study of general theories and ~odels of 
information and communication, and the 
analysiS' of communication content. symbolS, 
message systems and their social and communi­
cational contexts. 

The second area is what we call communi­
cation behavior. This label designates 
areas of research on communication processes 
and effects': how individuals and groups 
share meanings through messages; how cultural 
and social structures are regulated through 
communication; how attitudes and opinions are 
formed, how social contexts and character is-

tics of sources and receivers influence the 
meanings derived from messages; and what 
conception and behavi,ors different kinds of 
messages tend to cultivate. 
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The third area is what we call communi­
cation systems and institutions. This denotes 
the study of the history of communications; 
of public policy and technOlogy related to 
communications and culture; of the structure, 
organization, regulation, management, and 
social functions of communication institu'tions; 
and of general theories of SOcial communication 
systems. 

Finally, permit me to announce two 
major new projects that I believe will help 
define and refine our field. The first is 
the Summer 1983 issue of the Jo~nal 06 
Commwu.ca.tiOIt, entitled "Ferment in the 
Field." This special and large issue 
includes contributions by forty-two distin­
guished authors from ten countries reflecting 
on the critical questions and research 
perspectives in the field. 

The second major development is the 
work that has just begun toward publishing 
an InteJtJ1a.tiona.1 Ef1(~.yc1.ope.cUa. 06 CommuMca.-· 
.uCIl.6. This is a joint project by The 
Annenberg School of Communications and 
Oxford University Press, Inc. It will be 
edited by Erik B~rnouw. with Wilbur Schramm 
as consulti~g editor, and a distinguished 
international advisory board and group of 
authors. It will be a four-volume 
illustrated encyclopedia, to be published in 

_1989, and we hope it will have a lasting 
influence on the thinking of scholars in 
the field. 

Among the participants in the 11th Annual Seminar was 
Kenneth E. Andersen, shown here enjoying the luncheon 
with some of the other attendees. 
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