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ABSTRACT '
“ The seeds of mass communication research in
_broadcasting were extracurricular, not academic, inspired by
_experimental campus radio stations. Prior to themid-1930s, radio
research was scarce. Until World War II, radio speech was the most
important topic, followed by articles on how to use radio for
improving instruction. There are three increasingly likely
explanations for this narrowneéss of scope: (1) teachers viewed
broadcasting in terms of public address rather than from a theory of
behavior, (2) speech was just establishing itself as a legitimate
field, and (3) the idea of programatic research was alien to
departments of speech. As a result, most early scholarship on
broadcasting and communication was done in other departments. Paul
Lazarsfeld's development of panel analysis and useg and
gratifications studies and Robert Park's and George Gallup's work in
public opinion research were especially)important early influences.
Motion picture research lagged well behind broadcasting research, but
it too was influenced by earlier work outside the field, particularly
literary and art theory. The disillusionment with mass communication
research in the 1950s mirrors the disillusionment with the power of
mass media itself. Marshall McLuhan's controversial work in the 1960s
rekindled widespread interest in broadcasting research. (JL)
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rhg development of mass, copmunication research in our
fie;d; ‘:ith one :exception, ~ closely pa;allels " the
development of the, rest of thf field of speech as a
schélarly enterprise. Like the bulk of the other early )
5§9a§6q;cal ccncerns in our departments of spéecﬂ, the early
concé‘hs about broadcasting were centered on one joal: the

tnptogement of students' ability to do. This concern

affecged not only what and how we taugh€, but our research

’ as‘qell. Thus, just as one of the most common of the early

. broadcasting courses that ve offered was Radio Speech or

Speech in Radio, so the most -commen }esearch hadtrto with
. L

idéntifying the kiad of speaking fhat was pmost effective cn

radio." .
. s ! ¢
To undecstand the reasons for this historical
phenomedon, which is Juite at \varlanCe with the history of
. . .
most dispiplinés duriny tﬁé early part of this century, it
is essential to consider the seeds from which our current
programs in speech communication and broadcasting emerged.

Those seeds were not academic, they were extracurricular.
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Just as our modern tneatre programs emerged in .good Fart

N

" N, .
from the drapatic ¢lubs that existd® on most campuses in the
I
“.‘1y pﬂgt of this century and our modern departneng;’of

speech wvere influenced by the existence of the debating

" societies, acadeaic programs in broadcasting were probabl¥
inspired--at least ih part--by the experimental campus radio
stations which generai;y had been started by some students

or professors ot engineering who liked to tinker. Students

¢ [

involved vith tnose enterprises wanted faculty help--to
' . . v
improve their sk%&ls at announcing and producing prograss

for radio. They also needed faculty advisers to insure

continuity and direction which they were ot getting ,from
. e ) + ] ' ,
the constantly changing groufp of student leaders. \ .

%

Those early. empire builders who created the great
departments'ébc speech--the G. E. Densmores, the Edvard

. : . a
Mabies, the Prank Rarﬁg§, the Charles Woolberts, the Andrew

Weavers, and the James 0O'VNeills-- saw tﬁe'potential of\the

»

budding medium of raﬁiq and its relationsni}p tc the denqral

’

field of oral communication with which they were concerned.

‘5

They .undoubtedlq also saw the rpotential in the great
A

nterest of young pgople in' this new electronic mediun to

add to their ‘growing domains and they tooxk advantagé of it.
They ~added cousses im radic to their curricula and then

generally converted one of their rhetoric and public address,

«

f\
scholars to teach thea.

Since there were a relatively few graodt cmpire builders

) r - m—— o — . B ‘ . -
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in our tield, the n’pber of institutions which developed

vork in btoadcasting in these early dﬁys wvas linmited. One
.‘ .

of the early teachers of bxoadcastfng, Forest Whan,- blamed

this limitation f;r the meager body of .radio research that-

vas done prior to the sid-thirties (Whan, 1944) . He

)

reported that "as late as 1933 . . . only’ 16 colleges
offered instruction in (radio] technigues.é By the end cf
the decade, though, thai nunbef haé le ped t; over 360 and
by'the°end of 1940 to wall over 500.

) A : .

. 9 . ' ,
Another chronicler of the early history Of broadcasting

%% ‘Tesearch in our field, Edggr Hiliis, also bemopned speech
' stholafs' lack of interest in‘radio; despité the fact that,
as hé put it, “tﬁe' dévelopment of- radio broadcasting
treiendou;iy extendad the inf%uenqe of oral cbiﬁunicétion”
(Villis, 1955, .p. 261). - He pointed out that it took nine
yean‘ from the time that public radio began, Qgich he
spotted at 1920, before the tirst thesis about broadcasting
appeared in our field. (That was an M.A. thesis completed at
‘the University of Southérn California by Katherine E. Shank
on the ‘topic, A Study of‘ the ?elation ot Certaié Types of
Voices to Succassful Radio Broadcastiné.") By 19“0,. only 35

of the 1200 or more graduate theses completed/{n departments “«

of speech between 1929 and 1939 dealt with some aspect of

radio--32 dAs and 3 PaDs. (The PhDs wé&e Sherman Lawtcn's
at Wisconsin in 1939 titled "The Basic Course in'Radio,"

. Wintred Bird*s at Iofi)in 1638 titled "An Analysis of the

L4 . ,
. Aims and Practices of tne Principal Sponsors ‘of Education hj__‘
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Radio in the United sStates, "- and Ruperf Cortright's at

-

Michigan on “A Technique . for Measuring Perception

Differences for Radio and Direct Audience Spéaking.")

[
.

. . s " \ :
Two teachers of broadcasting wege [probably responsible .
. ' ] .

-for directing more’ than® half of gll ‘ot thg/thesis and

-

diésertaiion research done in spvech departments-up to\ﬂkcld" -
War 1I--Henry Ewbank at Wisconsin and H. Clay Harshbarger at o "
Iova. .o ) . “
. . . . )
Almost all of the published articles by people from‘ourl )
field, as vell as tthq;, uer? focussgd'on Eadio speech.
Thg first article that appcared in lhe hgg;;g;;x Jougnai éi
' §ggggg @as titled vPrinciples of Effectiva Radio:Spea;ing.“
‘72 That. was in 1930, the aufhor was sheréan Lawton. _Dﬁe ’ &

article a year about radio,appeared in Qs in 1937 and 1932
and two a year }in 1933 and *1934.  Their titles:

.?Brdhdcasting and.gpééch Habits;"_"Stud@eg in the Technigues -
of Radio Speéqﬁ;" "Ine Radic Influences SQeecﬁ," "é@tes of

speech in Radio Speakingy" "Radio Drama and the' Speech
. v N ]

- ‘.
Currfculum," and "Radio Speech in the High Schools." ' .
- . ) ] . ™
. While the pridary focus of theses, dissertations, and , <

\]
articles in our field during this pe:i?d was performance, a .

! * L)

strong secondary focus was pedagogy: hcw to "usé radio for

ilprovinq' instruction in general or 'in some particuylar

field. | S Co i

s ' \

It was many years béfore.scholars in our field began to\

\ ) !

o o i e e ae § 5 . Bl L e, . e Ao s b o4 moa g
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consider Seriously the impact of rddgo on the 1larger e
. \ . p
soc{ety, the .wvays in which the forss by which' we communicate v

affect the foras by 'which we- live. It is éiéficult in the -

‘ninetegn eighties ”to éisco;e: fecr gériain/the reasons‘for': . . L

. this narrowness of vision of btoadcastin;:tésearch in the | 7
ninetben twenties-and thirties. I suspect/ié vas pa}tly due
to the fact that the traxnxng ot -the broadCdstan teachers

" of tnnt perxod had ill- prepared thes -for the task. They -

vere vxeuxng broadcasting through "the lens of ‘public. ¢

address, ~rathep tnan tnrough a theqry of behavior, " of é;&.

or of dlspourse that transcended modes of conmunxcationi A - ’ :
. : ‘ ) * . * - !
second possible reason for the heditancy to “depart too far
\ ! ” .

', “frcm other kinds of research then ‘gding' on in their .
- *y

departments«uis that speech xtselt was, . thll a fledglung
fleld, attemptxng to establlsh 1tsel&\ in the unxversxty
communxty and not yet sufficiently 'secure to' risk the

breaking of new frontiers with totally different kinds of

-~

researi? on radio. The third, and I believe the most likéiy ,
[ , . : .

reason for our failure to, develop impofgant‘ broadcasting

4

scholarship is .that tne idea of programmatic research was-

-largely qlien to deparéﬁsnts of spéech, and pfogrammatic

research vas needed. ]To a verr-great.extenf} the lack of

programmatic resaarch remains a .problem with the mass

« .

. tommunication work ,in =~ sost departments of speech -
) . - . . J
""communication.) .
. » / o * }
. v s
) ,

Because of these probléns--our failure to develop,

coherent prograams ' of research and the narrow focus of the

. - LI
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* work done wvitkin $peech--most of the important earfy
. u :
scholarship on broadcasting and mass communication yenerally -

‘vas done outside d‘pgrtments of speech: in departneni; of
’ L I

,' . sociology, psychology, .and fpolitical science. Directing
. o . ) ~
this influential ' research " were people , such as Faul

s Lazarsfeld,ICarl Hovland,. and‘'Harold Lasswell. Hovland and

. yassuell were propelled into mass ccmmunication research by’
World wWar II uhen.auF governzent vanted to u;derstand how't
do a.betﬁfr job £ persuading’ Rassses or American drattees
to\put more heart into the figﬁtﬂ Each had done sone uo;&

on the nmédia earlier; byt it wvas their vartime work that

largely brought - them into prominence as. mass commpunication
« .

schglars.

.

. /.

3 -

p " research much earlier, first in Europe, then’in the Of fice
' \

-5" Applied Social Research at Colugbia University. He affected.

our field _in many' ways, mbat notably by making us -more™

’

soph}sticated methodologically. ' He not only 1led the

development of many nethbdg ot*study--most imporiantly panel
analysis and uses and'gra;ificationss--he stimulated us to -

be more sensitive to all of cur research todls.

.
t . -

Another of the important early influences--both
methodologically and, to a lesser exgent} substantively--vas
. theJdeveloping field of public opinion research. Here, the

. theoretical writings of Robert Park at thé University of
’ - 1 "
y

’

of Radio Research at Princeton, and finally at the Bureau of

Paul lazarsfeld was involved ir mass communication ,
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Chicagp‘ veré extrenély inpértant; Park,‘ combining his
’ q}periences as a professional jcurn§li§t.uith his academic
work in psychology ‘and soc{piogy, gave us inPoftant insights
" to colléctive:behavibr and public opinion.. ihere.'Park
provid;d the: theo:}, Geoiée‘salfhp and his colleagﬁes
provided' many‘of ,the sgphist;cated 'survey methods -vhich
.became inpoitant for ghe aé&deg}c scholar of 'uass
comsunication. While a student at .the-University of Iova, ' -~

during his teaching years at Drai% and ﬁorthuestern, and

finally tﬁfou;hout his decades of work ,in advertising

agencies and heading his cwn research fira, Gallup helged
not only to make the Gallup Foll a hougehold term, but also (

to léke_the~practice of polling a highly sophisticgted art.

12
-

Research on . the moticn picture’ tollowed quite a

\
different path than broadcasting research. Apparently the
~_first ‘graduate thesis oa the motion pictﬂfe was Ray Short's

"M.A. thesis titled "A Social, Study of the Moticn Picture.” . !
' v ,

It was completed at -the University , of Iowa in 1916, but it
. T . P -
. started no instant flood of research.. It was four years

[ —_ [ - . .

before anothex thesis apout the film was done, this ope a”“

PhD at Southern Baptist’ Theological Seminary.’ ‘ ) a

L . N
Despite ‘tne fact tnat the development of the motion

picture preceded tane develofment ‘cf brpadcasting and that

.the first graduate thesis 1in filr preceded the first one
about radio, research on the motion picture soon ]}gged vell

behind that on broadcasting. Raymond Fielding attribytes

N .Y
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this ditference to the fact that-broadcasting found its vay
into post college and university ‘curricula by the
1930s--largely by way of'sé;ech iind theatre deparsments.
Study of the action picture, on ihe othér hand, did noﬁ’
becoﬁe a significant pért of college and uni:Lrsity
curricula until the 19505 and 60s (Fielding, 1979).

-'5ecause no academic field lay claim to the study of the
motion pi;tﬁre, “as . the field of speech had dcne for radio
and .journaliss ha& done for. the newspaper, shat little
research vas done on cinema _originated in a greater yariety
of depagtnents} The result was that the focus 6: the

hd

research varied by institution, dépénding on the-écade-ic
nome of the facult; meaber’ vho became'ah early film buff.
Thus, in the four universities if whicn a sjgnificant nusber
of fiin thieses were done prior to 19502 * that research was
largely; Qudio-visual work at Ohio State, gtodhction and
aqsthétics at the University ‘of Southein Calif;rnia,

psychological and child develobnen;al.at the University of

1 .
Iova, aM largely instructional at Boston University. .

As with broadcasting, cbptemporarf scholarship in film
has been 'ing}uenced more by ’tye carlier work rroa outside
our field,&hén by that wvithin 1it. The influences on filam,,
Fhough, ar;: pore fron hulaniéieq scholars than social
scientists. dore than anything else, “the }isto%y tﬁat has

shaped our film _reseafch is the history ofilitera?y theory

agd research and,.to.a lesser<extent, art theo;y.‘

[ 4
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‘*The history or uwass cosmunication research cannot/ be :

discussed meaningfully without poting the -disillusion/uith

"it in  the 1950s--in good part because oi__hiSil}usidnnentﬁ
. * . ~
about the power of the mass pedia. The ‘th prgguciive

scholars to that foint Kad B beccie invqlved vith 'mass
L .
communication reseatrch because they thouyht the w=media vere

tremendously poverful and thai that power could,be/harnéssed
x - I r a
if ve éould Jjust understand their interaction with people.

When these scholars failed to find the sorts of direct,
poverful effects they expecigd, they . turned awvay. from mass
‘coamunication research gnd returned to more 'traditfjnal

studies in their respective fields.

14

-

- Although it is virtually impossible to establish causal

£ .

[

relationships uith historical data in a peLsuasive way 75:
the skeptics--a gfocb within which I include nyself;-; B
, convinced that . one pergon is largely responsible for
rekxndlxng uxdespread interest in sccial scientific research

on mass communxcatxon. He" was an odd persqm to play such
. \J

role for he had little faith in the social sciences--he vas

more poet than scholar, preferring th¥ stimulating metaphor

-

to observable fact, analogy to data. AI am referring, of

course, to Marshall McLuhan.

-

Fev of us who were dwing tesearch iu mass communxcatxon

accépted the work of McLuhan in’'the 1960s when he gained

national attention. We pointed out his inconsistencies, his

.

inaccuracies, the ‘4dmpossibility of testing his claias or,

a

. 10
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much of the ‘tine, even understanding precisely what those

claims wvere. In spite of ourselves, though, he changed ihe

~

vay ve looked at our wvorld and, hence, the way we looked at’
gur wvork. He stimulated wus *to :econceptualize mass

communication processes which, in turn, led us to begin

asking differemt types of questicns. In this vay, he was

largely .resgonsible .for the great resurgence in w®ass
’ <

communication research that we seé today .and, éven «Jore

important,. ;or' the fact that thkat .research is \rore

13

theoretical. ;t‘ is in good part because of Marshall

»

McLuhan, and the increasing pgdy of young scholars who have

[ -

been influen'eﬁ, either directly or.indirectly by him, that

FLN

the next decade or two should be highly . pnoduciive of fine
- ‘- L , .
mass connunication researCh. . .

. .
~ 1 t
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