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Abstract
The Decree on Social Communication called Inter Mirifica was one of the 16 documents that 
were produced by the Catholic Church at the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965). It guided 
the Church in engaging the modern world, particularly through the means of communication. 
This came at the height of the positivist inflection of communication studies, which began as 
an academic discipline when the first doctoral program was established in the United States 
in 1943. While the communication discipline grew steadily as a science, producing its own 
theories and adopting its specific research methodologies and protocols, it also developed along 
humanistic lines, largely through the efforts of the Media Studies scholars. While Inter Mirifica 
and other subsequent documents of the Church are anchored on a moral framework, secular 
communication studies remained positivist and value-neutral. This has created a tension but 
has somehow found a resolution within Media Studies, which flourished in the wake of the 
humanistic re-assertion of the claims of Classical Rhetoric and related theories. Enriched by 
cultural and political contexts that traverse continental and disciplinal divides, the critical 
dialogue and exchange between communication theology and secular communication studies 
have rendered both conceptually mobile and open to further reconfigurations.
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INTRODUCTION

The twentieth century was a very important period in understanding the inception 
of communication within the context of mobility humanities. The birth of 
electronic technology led to a speeding up of human mobility, which manifested 
in the activation of sensory extensions—what Marshall McLuhan refers to as “the 
final phase of the simulation of consciousness” (19)—through the invention of the 
telegraph, motion pictures, radio, television, satellites, VCRs, and microcomputers. 
The concept of modernity had become more manifested in the sensory stimuli 
awakened by the electronic media, which in turn augured massive changes in 
lifestyles and worldviews. Today, we refer to this general climate of technology-
mediated consciousness as media ecology.  

More improvements came about in the early 1900s. These included radio 
transmission in 1906, radio broadcasting in 1920, sound motion pictures in 1927, 
regular television broadcast in 1928, and electronic computer in 1946, to name only 
a few. The logical offshoot of these technologies would be the serious study of their 
effects, giving birth to the communication discipline.

 The Second World War in Europe was pivotal in the founding of the 
communication discipline. Scholars from Europe began their sojourn to North 
America—mostly to escape the Nazis—and settled in universities such as the 
University of Chicago to teach and to conduct research. Some of them investigated 
war propaganda. Using their background in European social science, they became 
the pioneers of communication study. Developing out of early precursors from 
the field of speech, theater (Griffin 20-21), and journalism (Rogers 18-26), the 
study of communication became a major project of social scientists in the United 
States whose experience of the two World Wars led them to an interest in studying 
propaganda and persuasion (Rogers 203-43; 356-85).

Toward the late nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries, the Western world 
saw the rise of three of the foremost European intellectuals who influenced modern 
thought: Charles Darwin, Sigmund Freud, and Karl Marx. Their works revolved 
around how modern individuals come to grip with both progress and decay. Their 
works had been influential in shaping the frameworks and methodologies of early 
communication study.

The roots of North American communication studies lie in rhetoric and speech. 
Initially, these courses were housed in English departments until the speech 
teachers broke away to establish a new sub-discipline: speech communication. 
They drew from the Neo-Aristotelian model, which is centered on the credibility 
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of the source or ethos, on a well-designed message or logos, and on the emotions 
elicited from the audience or pathos.

Wilbur Schramm, the father of communication study in the United States, 
identified the four pillars of communication research. They were Harold Lasswell, 
Paul Lazarsfeld, Kurt Lewin, and Carl Hovland. They advanced empirical effects 
research, introduced the study of interpersonal communication, and investigated 
the science of persuasion. 

Early communication studies was heavily positivist. It examined phenomena 
using empirical tools, emphasizing hard evidence derived through experimentation 
and survey research methods. When the first doctoral degree in communication 
was established in the first half of the twentieth century, communication as a science 
also moved toward declaring its independence from the older social sciences and 
assembling its own theoretical frameworks and research methods. It borrowed 
and assimilated the techniques of older sciences; then it began to groom its own 
methods such as content analysis and readability studies in the early years. As 
media forms transformed and as new technologies were born, the study of effects 
has grown and matured too. 

But while secular studies are concerned with the social change that the new media 
technologies have augured and while the early work of the positivists coincided 
with the Catholic Church’s concern on media effects, the Curia that oversees 
the relationship of the Church with the media is more focused on its ethical and 
moral aspect, preferring the label “social communication” over the more generic 

“communication” and “media.” One of the Vatican Council documents itself bears 
one of the reasons for the preference for the phrase “social communication,” which 
in its most direct sense unveils an ethical stance. This is found in the passage “for 
the proper use of these media it is most necessary that all who employ them be 
acquainted with the norms of morality and conscientiously put them into practice 
in this area” (Inter Mirifica #4). Therefore, the interest of social communication in 
the study of communication and media effects lies in its possible uses and misuse 
and its ethical basis. This focus is contrary to the merely pragmatic and objective 
intent of secular media effects research in the 1960s.

 In view of the aforementioned, this paper seeks to answer the following main 
research questions: 1) How did the secular science of communication and media 
develop and relate to the Roman Catholic Church’s doctrine around the period 
of Vatican II? 2) How does Inter Mirifica2 embody the Catholic doctrine on social 
communication and how does it engage the modern world? 3) How do the Catholic 
social communication and secular communication sciences depart and converge 
on matters of ethical grounding? 4) How does this dialogue become a matter of 
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conceptual mobility? 5) What is the role of transcontinental flow of intellectual ideas 
in the shaping of both communication sciences and their eventual convergence 
and/or splitting?

Since this article is a meta-analysis of various schools of thought that arose from 
both the Catholic Doctrine of Social Communication and secular communication 
and media studies, it presents a review of the main theories and research 
methodologies that were spurned by the said convergence. This review is anchored 
on historical-critical methodology. The discussion will however be limited to 
Inter Mirifica and its consequences and the schools of communication theory and 
research that were contemporaneous with the said Vatican II document.

PRECURSOR STORY: THE WORLD OF COMMUNICATION AND THE CATHOLIC 
CHURCH BEFORE THE TWENTIETH CENTURY 

The beginnings of the academic study of communication in the 1940s and the 
preparation of the Vatican document Inter Mirifica in the 1960s came on the 
heels of massive developments in modern life that were partly brought by the 
birth of electronic media. For early social scientists, the period was a high point 
of the industrial age because the electronic media was opening up new vistas—
psychically, politically, economically, culturally. The nineteenth century—built 
upon the pillars of rationality and the Enlightenment—paved the way for the 
rise of positivism that eventually shaped social scientific inquiry in the twentieth 
century. Communication as a young science adapted willingly to the influence of 
positivism particularly on the study of media effects, which Lindlof and Taylor 
report as “especially prominent and resilient” (8) during this period. Scientism in 
itself became the self-empowering virtue of early communication studies, putting 
in the sidelines an interest in the ethos of communication, which its rhetorical 
progenitors were more interested in.

For the Catholic Church, the promotion of a more conscious understanding of 
social communication came along as part of the readiness of a two-thousand-year-
old institution to open up to the modern world. It was a response to a deepening 
crisis of secularization and dehumanization of the twentieth century human that 
may be partly caused by the new means of communication and the development of 
other technologies.
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The plight of the working class became one of the pressing concerns of the 
modern world and of the Church in the nineteenth century. All throughout Western 
Europe, the rise of capitalism in the late eighteenth century became a prime 
concern for the Church that prompted it to examine the plight of the working class. 
On May 15, 1891, Pope Leo XIII issued the encyclical Rerum Novarum or Rights 
and Duties of Capital and Labour calling all the members of the Church hierarchy 
to address the conditions of the working class (Spiteri 178-79). Rerum Novarum 
and other social documents of the Church released during the same period had 
an impact on the communication life of the twentieth century. The working class 
constituted a large segment of media consumers during the industrial revolution, 
particularly the newspapers, magazines, and cinema. A fully developed notion of 
the rights of the working class would necessitate massive educational program of 
its advocates for the benefit of the general populace. The Church’s social teachings 
helped rationalize the decree on social communication. The concern for the plight 
of the exploited workers became a prime rationale to also addressing the proper 
use of mass media so that it could serve its purpose of being a mouthpiece for the 
most pressing issues of the day.

Alongside the plight of labor in an increasingly capitalistic and materialistic 
world, the rise of a mass society and the birth of mass media and communication 
and their supposed impact became important catalysts to the subsequent initiatives 
of the Church to formalize a doctrine on social communication. By the tail-end of 
the nineteenth century, the Catholic Church was forced to confront a modernizing 
world that was riding high on the inroads made by capitalism, a highly industrialized 
way of living, a mechanized world, and a heavily mediated human society. By this 
time, the technologies of photography and film have been invented and were fast 
becoming instruments of documentation and entertainment. The run-up to the 
twentieth century and the manner by which the Church confronted it may be 
offered as the precursor story of the Second Vatican Council, which was convened 
largely to assist the Church in addressing the massive impact of modernity upon 
human life.

This conscious effort of the Church to face the modern age head-on did not 
come without a baggage. In his book Catholicism in the Third Millenium, Thomas 
P. Rausch, S.J. notes that the Church by the time of the death of Pope Pius XII in 
1958 and on the eve of Vatican II was “deeply suspicious of the modern world” (1). 
A Church that had been shepherded by “a number of strong popes,” he said, had 
also by this time become “under siege” (1). Rausch cited a string of events that 
showed the Church painting modernity as the evil one, such as the control on the 
content of Catholic publications and its lukewarm attitude toward ecumenism in 
previous eras. The Church has been forced to acknowledge the changes brought by 
modernity because they were reminiscent of the challenges that Christian Europe 
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faced during the period of antiquity. Church history would tell us the period of 
great tribulation in the 5th century A.D. when the Church fought the threat of 
being decimated by the barbarians. Likewise, the Middle Ages saw the Church 
launching the Crusades to defend the faith from the Muslims.

The Church that has existed for two millennia had reasons to protect its Sacred 
Tradition. This has led though to a hardened view toward anything new or any 
development that might threaten this tradition and its historic continuity. Rausch 
refers to that attitude as the Church’s distrust of modernity whose roots lie in the 
shockwaves caused by the Reformation.

The crisis of modernity in the twentieth century had been rooted in the societal 
changes during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The industrial revolution 
in Europe led to a new concept of a human person. The industrialization of the 
cities caused mass migration, the installation of mechanized work in factories, and 
the rise of serial media such as periodicals and entertainment media such as the 
cinema. The Church realized the social implications of industrialization and tried 
to address them through Rerum Novarum.

The aforementioned reasons as to why the Church got stuck in the old world 
have, in one way or another, contributed to its subsequent active engagement 
of the modern world. The Second Vatican Council became the most important 
embodiment of this decision to tackle the challenges of the modern world. And the 
social institution in the twentieth century that has become a prime mouthpiece for 
the claims of the modern world was the mass media, and the Church undertook the 
challenge to understand its mechanisms. Before, during, and after the conclusion 
of the Vatican II sessions, the Church tackled the media actively like never before 
and set forth a more programmatic view of how exactly that project would be 
carried out.

Coming out of the nineteenth century and ready to tackle the modern world 
in the twentieth, the Church began to consider the mass media as one of its chief 
concerns. The nineteenth century Church was characterized by a “modern” (Spiteri 
135) and a “strong” (Rausch 1) papacy and an equally strong hierarchy to support 
it, but it also confronted its biggest enemies. Aside from the trauma of the two 
World Wars and the “postwar threat of Communism” (Rausch 1), the Church had 
been alarmed by the increasing secularization of human life that had been largely 
primed—although not solely—by the mass media. 

The Second Vatican Council, which took place from 1962 to 1965, was the first 
major step of the Church to address the concerns of a much complex historical age.  
On May 30, 1960, a Motu Propio titled “Superno Dei Mutu” was issued to put in 
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place the Preparatory Commissions for the Second Vatican Council. This led to the 
creation of a Secretariat for the Modern Means of Communication (Eilers, “Social 
Communication – Development of a Vatican II Concept”).

Inter Mirifica, the Decree on the Media of Social Communications and one of 
the sixteen documents that were produced at the Second Vatican Council, was the 
second to be signed by the Council Fathers. It was finalized on December 4, 1963. 
The document states that “the media of social communication” (#1) are “among 
the wonderful technological discoveries” of the modern age and perform the two-
pronged function of “entertainment and instruction” (#2). 

True to form, while the sessions were happening, Vatican II became the first 
widely covered ecumenical council in the history of the Church. The theme of the 
Council—the concept of aggiorgamento or renewal—became the main message 
that was carried forth by the media.

The content of Inter Mirifica confirmed the increasing effect of mass media on 
the consciousness of the laity; in fact, its tone is, as Zsupan-Jerome has summarized, 

“one of tempered enthusiasm” (29) for it came through a double vision: It is “clearly 
urging and promoting the use of the media, while at the same time warning of its 
dangers” (29). 

By the 1960s, during which Vatican II was proving to be a Council of such long-
lasting effect, the secular study of communication had already gained headway by 
earning adherents throughout North America. Thanks to the European scholars 
who migrated to the United States between the two World Wars, North American 
scholars had identified the effects of mass communication as a foundation to which 
they could direct their attention. By the time the Council Fathers were drafting 
Inter Mirifica, secular communication scholars had already been developing 
various frameworks and methodologies for a more efficient study of media effects.

This mutual interest on the effect of mass media by the Catholic Church and by 
the secular academy provided an impetus to the early initiators of both camps in 
understanding communications media as an agent of modern mobility. For several 
ages prior to that, the social sciences have been looking into the impact of the 
transition from the agricultural to the industrial economy. The practical motive of 
capitalism—maximum profit—seemed to be making its inroads not only in the idea 
of labor and the distribution of goods but also in its effect on the consciousness of 
the new human cohort called the masses. Capitalism is now invading information, 
entertainment, and popular consciousness. Early media scholars began to seek Karl 
Marx’s idea to explain the political economy of communication and media. While 
Marx’s explanation of historical materialism is from a societal level and not through 
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the individual level, the effect of media became a major concern of Marxist media 
scholars through this engagement of the concept of mass as a capitalist system of 
economy and labor. The idea of a mass audience is a particular influence of Marx’s 
writings.

Meanwhile, as Marxist scholars had been spreading their influence throughout 
North America particularly through the works of Herbert Marcuse, Theodor 
Adorno, and Max Horkheimer in the 1960s (Rogers), the Catholic hierarchy 
through Vatican II had already begun seeking the help of contemporary social 
science tools to conduct research about media effects. Kappeler commented how 
this has become explicit in Vatican II where there is an expressed intent to cause 
an “intersection of theology and the social sciences” (2). He cited the following 
passage from the document Gaudium et Spes to prove the Church’s openness to 
emerging social sciences: “In pastoral care, sufficient use must be made not only of 
theological principles, but also of the findings of the secular sciences, especially of 
psychology and sociology, so that the faithful may be brought to a more adequate 
and mature life of faith” (#62). Therefore, the readiness of the Catholic Church to 
engage secular knowledge in enriching its work has culminated in the crafting of a 
document built upon the concepts of communication.

VATICAN II AND THE CHURCH’S DOCTRINE ON SOCIAL COMMUNICATION

The Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) was an important step of the Church in 
coming out of the old world and in beginning to tackle the concerns of a much 
complex historical age. For Warren Kappeler, it meant the Church stepping up 
to meet the people wherever they are at the moment. He further claims that “[n]
ot until the middle of the twentieth century did official Catholicism embrace 
modernity, when the Roman Church leadership officially and decisively entered 
the age of historical consciousness” (37). 

The interest of the Church in communication and media predated the Council. In 
fact, the interest of the Holy See in the Motion Pictures and its impact on humanity 
was the subject of an Encyclical Letter on Motion Pictures titled Vigilanti Cura, 
which was issued by Pope Pius XI on June 29, 1936. The letter referenced the crusade 
labelled the “Legion of Decency,” which was launched by American Catholics in 
the 1930s to call for the vigilance of the laity on the showing of Hollywood films 
that may be offensive to Catholic morality and public decency. The Encyclical 
Letter also raised the issue of the powerful impact of the motion pictures on the 
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public and proposed ways to evaluate standards for film production and for film 
classification. It also exhorts dioceses all over the world to set up offices dedicated 
to this work and to organize a network of international collaboration geared toward 
this end (Eilers, Church and Social Communication 11–25). Ultimately, the Letter 
exhorted Catholic parishes to be constantly vigilant on the operations of the film 
industry, taking after the Holy See’s observation that as a flourishing mass medium, 
film could cater to some properties that may be deleterious to the general public 
in the long run. 

One of the offices in the Roman Curia today is an office in charge of the social 
communication concerns of the Holy See. Kappeler said that this office “has had a 
number of precursors over the decades” (59). On January 20, 1948, Pope Pius XII 
instituted the Pontifical Commission for the Study and Ecclesiastical Evaluation 
of Films on Religious and Moral Subjects. In September of the same year, the said 
office was renamed into the Pontifical Commission for Educational and Religious 
Films (Kappeler 59 ), demonstrating the evolving interest of the Vatican on the 
film medium. By this time, the film medium had gained considerable eminence 
by performing a documentary function at the frontlines of action during the two 
World Wars. By 1952, the office was renamed again into the Pontifical Commission 
on Cinema. Two years later, the office became the Pontifical Commission for the 
Cinema, Radio, and Television. By this time, the television medium had also become 
a ubiquitous presence in many homes globally. People who tuned in to television 
eventually cultivated a heavy dependence on the products and services of the new 
medium. Today, the office is called Pontifical Council for Social Communication.

Vigilanti Cura was followed by an Apostolic Exhortation titled The Ideal Film, 
which was issued on two installments by Pope Pius XII on June 21, 1955, and 
October 25, 1955. This document outlined what constitutes an ideal film according 
to the Church teachings throughout the ages. It discussed what an ideal film is, 
in relation to the spectator, to education, to the contents and types of film, and 
to the community (family, state, Church). With the world film industry becoming 
a massive presence by the 1950s, the Church issued this Apostolic Exhortation 
as a set of more detailed guidelines on what constitutes an ideal film from the 
perspective of the faith. It included insights on how a secular film culture could still 
be in agreement with Church’s age-old doctrine on morality.

On September 8, 1957, Pope Pius XII issued an encyclical letter on motion 
pictures, radio and television titled Miranda Prorsus. This encyclical reflects the 
initial reflections of the Holy See on the three dominant media of the times: film, 
radio and television. Fr. Franz-Josef Eilers, a scholar of social communication, 
notes that since it “was published just one year before the announcement of the 
upcoming Council,” it may be “considered [as] as milestone and also a basis for 
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the new Council Decree” (“Social Communication – Development of a Vatican 
II Concept” 3). Miranda Prorsus laid out guidelines for the proper consumption 
of media from the lens of Christian morality. It reminded countries and their 
respective Catholic dioceses to make provisions for the study and guidance of the 
laity toward media consumption and for the training for priests in utilizing media 
in pastoral work.

Aside from his interest in communication technology, Pope Pius XII also viewed 
public opinion as an important component of contemporary life. He also initiated 
dialogues on communication technology, including its “benefit and potential 
dangers” (Kappeler 61).

The Church’s task, says Inter Mirifica, is to propagate the Gospel for the salvation 
of humanity through the use of media (#3). Social communication and the media 
are to become two of the instruments to accomplish the task of evangelization, 
which Christ himself bid his disciples to do and for which the Holy Spirit since the 
Pentecost has guided the Church.

Due to the nature of these media, users are cautioned about its possible effects 
(#4) and are bidden to “adopt for themselves a proper moral outlook” (#5). The 
laity is also reminded about the relationship between “ethics and aesthetics” (#6) in 
order to put these to their maximum use. Any “portrayal of moral evil” (#7) is to be 
deployed based on the teachings of the Church on the “effect of original sin” (#7). 
Judicious use and “charity” (#8) should always be borne in mind. Any invocation of 
the media must be in concordance with the “moral code” (#9).

Moreover, users of media are to exhibit “moderation and self-control.” Mass 
communicators are also called to manifest “moral responsibility” (#11) in order to 
achieve the principle of “common good” (#11). Additionally, the Decree also calls 
on those who have “public authority” (#12) over media to safeguard the “freedom 
of information” (#12).

The laity are further encouraged to bear witness to the truth “to the best of their 
ability” (#13); to institute “a good press” (#14) and to be “equipped with the proper 
skills for adapting these media to the objectives of the apostolate” (#15). Catholic 
schools are called to lead this initiative “according to Christian moral principles” 
(#16).

Furthermore, the Decree also encourages synods to institute Catholic-based 
press (#17) and that these be strengthened (#18) with the help of the Holy See (#19). 
Bishops are tasked to oversee this project (#20) and to pursue the education of the 
faithful on said media-related projects (#21). International cooperation may also 
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be pursued toward these goals (#22). The sacred Synod will be assisted by the Holy 
See (Appendices #23) in this endeavor and it will make this known to all so that 

“the name of the Lord may be glorified by these new discoveries” (Appendices #24).

It must be noted that Chapter 1 (#1-12) of the Decree refers to the general use 
of media by the Catholic clergy; Chapter II is on the “pastoral” use of the same and 
that the Appendices pertain to the administrative assistance that the synod, with 
the guidance of the Holy See, can provide to accomplish this as an educational 
project for the pastors, for communication workers, and the laity.

Inter Mirifica has served as a preliminary or a tunnel document for succeeding 
heavier issuances because at the time of its release, it has been generally criticized 
for its alleged vagueness on the Church’s stance on the media. Having been 
produced in between more theological doctrines of the Church such as Revelation 
and Liturgy, it was found too broad in its declarations and too sparse in its 
explanations. However, in later years, subsequent documents were released by 
the Council in order to clarify certain provisions in Inter Mirifica and to address 
more specific concerns particular to the content of media, the responsibility of the 
lay user, and the uses of media in performing pastoral work. More importantly, at 
that time that it was produced at the Council sessions, it was seen to mirror the 
keen media attention that Vatican II was then generating. Be that as it may, while 
seen as an underwhelming document when compared to Communio et Progressio 
(a latter document on social communication), Inter Mirifica was also seen as a 
seminal positive step toward future developments in Church media such as the 
birth of numerous Catholic presses, broadcast agencies, film archives, websites, 
and content production hubs.

EARLY COMMUNICATION STUDIES: FROM SEMINAL EUROPEAN STIRRINGS TO 
POSITIVISM 

Prior to the formal founding of communication studies as a discipline, the Western 
world saw the rise of three of the foremost European intellectuals of the twentieth 
century: Charles Darwin, Sigmund Freud, and Karl Marx. Their works revolved 
around the crisis of modern human thought and were influential to the conceptual 
frames and methodologies of the pioneers of communication study in North 
America and Europe.
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Darwin influenced communication study in many ways. Evrett Rogers claims 
that the Darwinian theory of evolution influenced the work of the Chicago School, 
particularly its work on urban ecology. The Darwinian method of scientific 
observation influenced communication study particularly in the examination of 
nonverbal communication (Rogers). Furthermore, the systematic study of humans, 
their activities and processes, can trace their origins to Darwin’s work. Rogers 
claims that “[m]any of the key concepts and the mechanism of evolutionary theory 
are currently utilized by scholars studying population ecology. This invisible college 
includes communication scholars” (64).

Freud’s influence on communication study may be traceable in the rise of studies 
on interpersonal communication in the twentieth century. Rogers considers Fritz 
Heiders’ balance theory, Leon Festinger’s theory of cognitive dissonance, and 
Petty and Cacioppo’s elaboration likelihood model of attitude change to have been 
influenced by Freud’s psychoanalytic theory. He also said that Carl Hovland’s work 
on persuasion and Harold Laswell’s research on political leaders were indirectly 
influenced by Freudian theory. Likewise, critical theorists like Theodore Adorno 
combined Freudianism and Marxism in their work on cultural studies.  

The cultural application of Karl Marx’s writings influenced pioneering empirical 
studies in communication and media such as the effects research of Paul F. Lazarsfeld. 
Likewise, Marxist analysis of society influenced critical scholars of communication 
who trained their lens on the role of power in forging a mediated culture. This dual 
influence of Marxism was contributory to the rise of two traditions in the field. In 
the case of communication research in the United States for example, the divide 
between the empirical and the critical has been sharply noted by Rogers: 

The emphasis of critical scholars on the poor, disadvantaged, and weaker sectors of society 
could have a conscious-raising influence on noncritical scholars. The tension between 
critical and empirical communication scholars in America poses a fruitful intellectual 
challenge; however, the conflict prevents the interesting leads for communication study 
provided by the critical scholars from being investigated with the research methods and 
resources of the empirical school. (125)

The early academic incursions into the study of communication were limited to 
speech and rhetoric. In the United States, the courses in speech communication 
have been considered to be the forerunners of the communication field. These 
courses were formerly housed in English departments until they finally broke away 
to establish separate speech communication departments.

In the US, speech teachers established the National Council of Academic 
Teachers of Public Speaking, which later became the Speech Association of 
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America. The group published the Quarterly Journal of Public Speaking. Teachers 
of speech during the initial period drew on the Greek and Roman treatises for 
the proper deployment of rhetorical criticism, which Griffin referred to as “the 
appropriate theoretical activity of the field” (21). He noted Cornell University’s 
Herbert Wichelns’s work of establishing Aristotle’s theoretical categories of logos, 
pathos, and ethos “as the standard way to evaluate persuasive discourse” (21).

The roots of contemporary speech communication that are traceable in the 
neo-Aristotelian model, also considered by Mary John Smith as “the classical 
canons of rhetoric” (269), gave it an ethical edge, which should cohere with the 
communication model of the Catholic Church in the early 1900s when the world 
was facing the challenges of modernity. Prior to the Second Vatican Council, the 
communications media that would assist the Church in its work would be the print 
media and the electronic media. The then novelty of radio allowed for speech and 
broadcast to be the primary public bridge between the Church hierarchy and the 
laity. The radio became the test for the enduring usefulness of Aristotle’s classical 
model of rhetoric, which is centered on the morality of a credible source (ethos), 
the integrity of a well-designed message (logos), and the emphasis given to the 
well-being and instructive potential for the audience (logos). The impact of the 
Aristotelian principle of rhetoric and its modern applications in university curricula 
of speech and theater—their inherent emphasis on the integrity (if not the morality) 
of the available means of persuasion in logos, ethos, and pathos—have somehow 
echoed and affirmed the Church’s appeal for responsible use of media of public 
communication.

From the Speech Departments, the study of communication grew into the 
study of media effects, beginning with the propaganda research spearheaded 
by Harold Lasswell. The Lasswellian model was responsible for breaking down 
the components of the communication process into five parts: “Who says what, 
through which channel, to whom, with what effect.” Rogers says that “[Lasswell’s] 
five-question model of communication led to the emphasis on communication 
study on determining effects” (232). Lasswell’s content analysis methods became a 
sort of research application of the said five-point model. His analysis of propaganda, 
combining quantitative and qualitative methods, solidified the niche created by 
persuasion research and the possibility of validating the effects of media messages 
on individuals. After his sojourn to Europe for further exposure to the current 
of scholarship, he introduced the combination of Freudian and social theories to 
political analysis. He was also a contributory influence for the institutionalization 
of policy sciences. 

Aware of the impact of the two World Wars, the Church was ready to take on 
its mediating influence on the moral issues of the day. The Lasswellian theory was 
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highly influential to the initiators of social communication as a doctrine of the 
Church because it provided a linear model of communication that simulates the 
same linear flow that governs the propagation of the faith from the Magisterial 
authority and Church offices to the laity. Lasswell’s analysis of the content of 
Nazi propaganda has also laid bare the corrupting influence and the systematic 
misinformation and doctrinaire methods that authoritarian systems may impose 
on an unsuspecting population. The propaganda studies have taken a view that a 
concept of a powerful media and of a centralized system of manipulating persuasive 
messages—as exemplified by the Third Reich and Alfred Goebbels’ work for Adolf 
Hitler—is inimical to world peace and a threat to racial equality. 

Lasswell is one of the four scholars whom Wilbur Schramm has considered as 
the pillars of communication research (Griffin 21-23). The other three were Paul 
Lazarsfeld, Kurt Lewin, and Carl Hovland. Similar to Lasswell, Lazarsfeld was 
influenced by his early education. He studied prejudice and the influence of the 
group on the decision-making process of an individual (Griffin 22). He strengthened 
effects research by conducting studies on radio through the use of quantitative 
methodology. Through the said efforts, he helped conceive opinion-leadership and 
two-step flow models as these may be applied in media campaigns (Rogers 287). 
He founded the Bureau of Applied Social Research at Columbia University, which 
became an important template to rationalize research centers in the communication 
field in years to come. This gave Lazarsfeld an important place in the history and 
development of communication research in the US, which in turn influenced many 
of the conceptual paradigms and practices of communication research in other 
parts of the world.

Influenced by Freudian methods, early researchers also examined interpersonal 
communication. The generation of Kurt Lewin, a social psychologist who advanced 
research in group dynamics, focused on interpersonal communication and the 
impact of communication on individuals. His experience during the Holocaust led 
him to the study of prejudice. Furthermore, the greater influence of his work lies in 
the study of small group communication through certain “traces” such as “action 
research, gatekeepers, and cue-to-action” (Rogers 355). The Freudian tradition has 
also been influential in understanding the factor of individual psychology in group 
communication and interaction.

Experimental psychologist Carl Hovland, who worked on source credibility and 
the science of persuasion, contributed greatly to the use of experimental method in 
communication research (Rogers 356-85). In one of his landmark experiments, he 
exposed military recruits to the film titled Why We Fight, and through this he was 
able to map the effects of persuasive messages on a particular set of individuals and 
thereby left a huge contribution to the effects research tradition.
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The implication of these developments in the growth of communication 
theory and research on the work of the Catholic Church in the field of social 
communication lies in her increasing realization of the effect of media messages 
upon the laity. Early on, the prognosis of the Pontifical Commission on Cinema on 
the massive effect of the film medium upon the masses is proof that the concerns of 
Church parallel that of secular researchers. Their concerns intersected at a certain 
point and the Church has taken a more serious interest in the moral and ethical 
implications of the media as an agent of modernity.

The succeeding era in communication studies would later adopt the empirical 
thrust that had been championed by Lazarsfeld and his companions. The seeds 
planted by Claude Shannon and William Weaver through the linear model of 
communication would later be updated through David Berlo’s SMCR (Source-
Message-Channel-Receiver) Model. Although the interest in interpersonal 
communication and rhetoric would re-appear between the 1960s and the 1980s, 
empiricism would prove to be an enduring tradition. 

THE MIDDLE GROUND: ETHICS AT THE CROSS-SECTION OF SECULAR MEDIA 
STUDIES AND CATHOLIC SOCIAL COMMUNICATION

Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, as the secular scholars were redirecting their 
attention on interpersonal communication, North American communication 
studies had increasingly been more positivist in approach; paying higher regard 
for quantitative methods and recalibrating even soft social science approaches 
such as structured interviews and group documentation by supplementing these 
with straightforward and objective means of interpreting and reporting research 
findings. Positivist communication studies looked at humans and groups as 
phenomena to be discovered and described and as entities determined by their 
media environment, instead of beings capable of constructing their autonomous 
perspectives, choices, and actions. 

Catholic Christian ethos is based largely on faith through reason. The human 
person is essentially gifted with human will and freedom. Positivist communication 
science’s emphasis on scientific determinism over agency is opposed to the 
Christian understanding of self-determination through will and reason. It is for this 
reason that Inter Mirifica may be viewed as both a statement on the relationship 
of the Church toward the media institution and as a set of guidelines on how to 
use the said media in everyday living and in pastoral work. The pedagogical tone of 
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Inter Mirifica unravels the Church’s concern on the possible manipulative agenda 
of the media. Conversely, early positivist communication researchers had favored 
scientific objectivity over a commitment to unmasking the media’s hidden capitalist 
leanings. 

It must be noted that by this time, the Church has had a thorough assessment 
of the importance of the communications media in preserving the “deposit of faith,” 
as the Catechism of the Catholic Church has eloquently put into words its collective 
work mission. The dominant media in the first half of the twentieth century consist 
of the print, cinema, radio, and television media. The ubiquity of the said media has 
proven to be a challenge to a world which had seen two World Wars, the horrible 
tragedies caused by intolerance, genocide, famine, the continuing scourge brought 
about by inequality due to the effects of colonization, and the current racial, class, 
and gender divides.

Communication and media studies could draw from the lessons left behind by 
the two World Wars. In the early decades of the twentieth century, the inherent 
ethical thrust of rhetoric was central to studies in speech communication. As 
speech communication studies grew, particularly in the United States, a number of 
researchers developed an interest in the elements of speech. However, they remain 
neutral regarding the ethics of speech. Gradually, the ethical implications of the 
speech communication field have been treated as a separate site of inquiry instead 
of being considered as the necessary appendage of the rhetorical tradition.

Moreover, the secular communication field also grew increasingly curious over 
the powerful effect of communications media and the disintegration of values 
attendant to the widespread and irresponsible use of media content. As the years 
wore on, the concern of communication research turned to producing scientific 
evidence of the effect of media on individuals, whether it be powerful or direct or 
indirect or limited. An example was the Payne Fund Study on movies, delinquency, 
and crime. Although the study sought to examine the correlation between the 
movies, juvenile delinquency, and crime, it also used a certain practice of structured 
interview method that became influential on succeeding generations of positivist 
researchers.

The humanistic tradition has been pivotal in providing an ethical perspective to 
communication studies. It has also become associated with the phenomenological 
tradition, which has also been instrumental in the growing popularity of qualitative 
methods. Qualitative research promotes the idea of intersubjectivity in research 
and the close relationship between inquiry and social action and communication 
and media studies.
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After the Second World War, the growing field of communication studies also 
became a venue for the study of postcolonial issues that came into conflict with 
the positivist bent of the North American communication theory and research 
tradition. The study of the relationship between religion and communication was 
also revitalized after the War as new global conflicts arose due to Cold War politics. 
Some of these conflicts were identified to be rooted in religious beliefs and issues 
of religious freedom.

Part of Christian tradition is the harmony between philosophy and theology. 
Christian ethics drew from Aristotelian rhetoric, particularly its concept of ethos 
or the credibility of the speaker. The ultimate message of the doctrine of social 
communication is about Christ and His Church and God’s self-revelation. Christ 
is the model for all communicators. Through his ministry on earth, Christ spoke 
through various genres and cultivated oral tradition to ensure that his disciples will 
keep his teachings into perpetuity. It is an understatement to claim that Catholic 
Christianity changed the human world tremendously and gave it the philosophies 
and theologies which became the basis of secular credos of freedom, justice, and 
peace and order throughout the two millennia.

Communication and media ethics draw its most basic principles from Christian 
teachings. Wilbur Schramm himself referenced Christian doctrine in developing 
his thoughts on the social responsibility of mass media. His description of the four 
theories of the press represents the search for the “perfect” model or a workable 
model which will work for the common good. Christ’s teaching on loving one’s 
neighbor is elaborated in this pursuit of the common good, which is also upheld 
in the literatures of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO), particularly on the New Information Order, which had 
been largely envisioned during the twentieth century when much of the world 
was modernizing and when formerly colonized countries were recuperating their 
national identities and were coming out of centuries of underdevelopment. 

The domains of communication and media ethics were largely influenced by 
Judeo-Christian values. The concerns of communication and media ethics—
including issues of public opinion, libel, obscenity, clear and present danger, 
freedom of information, and right to privacy—had their roots in Judeo-Christian 
values that were handed down through both the Old and New Testaments. The 
impact of Christianity on Western notions of law, justice, democracy, and moral 
law is immense that contemporary expressions of communication and media 
ethics are assumed to be echoes of such notions.

Moreover, a number of communication and media theorists traces their roots 
in Catholic theology and philosophy. Two factors contributed to this: One was 
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the rise in the respect accorded to Catholic intellectuals in England and North 
America in the twentieth century and the other is the role of Catholic converts 
who contributed to the promotion of the said Catholic intellectual ideas in the 
twentieth century. Luminaries such as Marshall McLuhan, Walter J. Ong, and 
Henry Cardinal Newman were Catholic intellectuals who contributed to media 
studies. The Vatican has acknowledged the works of Schramm as a foundational 
source for social communication. Literary figures such as G.K. Chesterton, Hillaire 
Belloc, J.R.R. Tolkien, and Gerald Manley Hopkins also shaped Catholic literary 
imagination.

The return of Rhetoric in the 1960s—also known by the labels New Rhetoric 
and Neo-Aristotelianism—was crucial in the beginnings of Media Studies, which 
reintroduced the ethical dimension of communication as a social process and 
the role of media in it. The transformation of New Rhetoric into a more vigilant 
and visceral Media Studies drew inspiration from European Cultural Studies. 
Understandably, the acknowledged progenitors of approaches to human science 
were Sigmund Freud, Charles Darwin, and Karl Marx. This development intersected 
with the Catholic Church authoring successive documents on the relationship of 
the Church to the mass media, such as the Pastoral instruction titled Communio 
Et Progressio (1971), Aetatis Novae (1992), The Church and Internet (2002), Ethics in 
Internet (2002), and The Rapid Development (2005). The New Rhetoric and later on 
Media Studies, reestablished the idea of ethical use of persuasion and information. 
Media Studies at its most elementary form is expressed in the concept Media 
Literacy, which the Church championed and advocated through the establishment 
of several information centers such as bookstores, publishing offices, and radio 
and television networks. Through this, the Church became involved in the study 
of secular media and to locate its charism wherever it might be needed, both 
intentionally and by implication.

Through its involvement in similar educational advocacies that somehow 
converged with the theoretical perspectives and interpretive approaches of Media 
Studies, more Church documents on the means of social communication came out 
to guide the laity on how to engage the media and its impact on human consciousness. 
The environment before the birth of the computers and the internet was dominated 
by analog technology, aided through the sensory extensions primed by electronic 
media. While Media Studies became more vigilant in unravelling the hegemonic 
and manipulative tendencies of superstructures of communication, the Catholic 
Church, through its succession of documents and communication advocacies, 
provided the ethical guidance. From a distance, positivist communication science 
continued with its objective view of human ecology. 
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The Church doctrine of Social Communication and the secular sciences are 
being pulled toward contradictory impulses. There exists a conundrum between 
the ethical thrust of Catholic social communication and the objectivist claims 
of secular methods. As a mobile concept, communication swings in between 
postmodern relativism on the one hand and an ethical turn on the other. There is 
also the tendency for secular science to equate administrative research with elegant 
data science. Social Communication meanwhile advocates for a deeply ethical view 
of the emerging mediascapes. These contradictory impulses continue to animate 
the discipline. Corollary to this, the Catholic doctrine of Social Communication 
continuously appeal to the emerging media ecology in contextualizing its 
suppositions and in redefining its ecclesial function.

CONCLUSION

The Church Doctrine on Social Communication and the Secular Science of 
Communication and Media Studies have come into a number of converging points 
and areas of differences. Firstly, the dual arc of Inter Mirifica (responsible media 
use and utility in pastoral work) paralleled the ethical commitment of Media 
Studies in the modern age. The Catholic Church responded to the challenges of 
the modern age and the growth of mass media by consciously studying the use and 
means of social communication both as part of cultural engagement and a part of 
pastoral work in continuing its share in moral theology and ethics, in consulting 
lay communication scholars in its mission work, and in promoting the doctrine 
of social communication which contributed to an ethical turn in the study of 
communication and media studies.  

Secondly, secular science has pivoted in between the empirical and the 
humanistic traditions and has unfortunately become a conduit for the spread of 
cultural relativism. It worked to understand propaganda and the other negative 
consequences of irresponsible use of scientific knowledge and sought to reinscribe 
ethical communication study and practice throughout the war years, the Cold 
War and late capitalist age. Meanwhile, the intellectual activism of Media Studies 
balanced out the positivism of dominant communication science while the Church’s 
Social Communication continues to draw inspiration from its rich intellectual 
tradition. This renders communication study into an indeterminate entity that 
draws from its various theoretical and methodological traditions.
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Thirdly, there seems to be an imbalance in this dialogue between the Church 
and the secular scholars, but there have been moments of exchange of corpora 
of discourse. Through the Church doctrine on social communication, there had 
been some tremendous interest in reinscribing the idea of social responsibility 
into secular communication scholarship and media practice—a sort of a call for 
a return to ethics. Social Communication has inspired a “re-grounding” of ethics 
within that burgeoning domain of Media Studies and phenomenology.

Fourthly, the Catholic Church doctrine of Social Communication and the general 
views of secular communication science contribute to rendering communication as 
a mobile concept. This conceptual mobility of social communication and of secular 
communication studies has created a space for critical dialogue and exchange.

Finally, the trans-Atlantic flow of intellectuals from Europe to North America 
before, during, and after the Second World War is a testament that the moving 
geographies of the mind could contribute to the birth of a new discipline, aided 
by the technologies of sensations—the electronic media that almost became 
synonymous with words and phrases “modernity” and “twentieth century.” The 
travel of ideas and innovations from Europe to North America and toward the 
former colonies and newly industrializing nation-states became the impetus for 
the birth of media ecologies that became the object of a new social science and its 
mutations: what we now refer to as communication and media studies. That it also 
moved to affect the shaping of a Christian doctrine of Social Communication is one 
of its positive consequences. Through this convergence of aims, both the religious 
realm and the secular world have become instrumental in tackling the contours of 
a mass-mediated regime and its moving consciousness and sensibilities.
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Notes

1.	 Revised paper based on the research project titled “The Dialogical Relationship Between 
the Church Teachings on Social Communication and the Secular Study of Communication 
and Media in the Twentieth Century: A Historical-Critical Study” produced under the 
auspices of the University of Santo Tomas Center for Theology, Religious Studies and 
Ethics. Read at the 2023 CLASS Colloquium titled “Mobility in Islandic, Geographical 
and Textual Representations in Literature, Culture, and Media Forms” held at Jeju Island, 
Korea from March 29 to April 1, 2023.

2.	 This paper limits its scope to Inter Mirifica and the impact of this Vatican II document 
on secular communication and media studies. For reference on documents of Social 
Communication after Inter Mirifica, see the publication of the following documents: 
Communio et Progressio, Aetatis Novae, Letter to Artists, Rapid Development, Guide 
to the Training of Future Priests Concerning Instruments of Social Communication, 
Instruction in Some Aspects of the Use of the Instruments of Social Communication in 
Promoting the Doctrine of the Faith, Pornography and Violence, Criteria for Ecumenical 
and Interreligious Cooperation in Communications, Ethics in Advertising, Ethics 
in Communication, Ethics in Internet and Church and Internet (Eilers “Church and 
Social Communication: Basic Documents, 1936-2014”). Three documents predate Inter 
Mirifica. These are Vigilanti Cura, Ideal Film, Miranda Prorsus. Yet, these documents 
are discussed in this paper to contextualize the subsequent drafting of Inter Mirifica 
and its significant role in representing Vatican II’s stance on social communication and 
its function in the work of the Church toward confronting the challenges of modernity.
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