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Introduction

The sequence of the materials in this book is organized in an attempt to
offer a particular reading of the trajectory of my research, as it has moved
from the analysis of the ideological structure of factual television pro-
grammes, through a concern with the wider field of popular programming,
towards the multifaceted processes of consumption and decoding in which
media audiences are involved. This work has also involved an attempt to
reframe the study of ideology within the broader context of domestic
communications, entailing the interdiscursive connections of new techno-
logies, broadcast media and family dynamics. Most recently, the work has
been concerned with the fundamental role of the media in articulating the
public and private spheres, and in the social organization of space, time
and community. This, I would argue, is the proper context in which current
debates about the role of the media in the construction of cultural identities
can most usefully be situated (see Morley and Robins 1989, 1990 and
1992).

I am aware both of the dangers of hindsight, and of the dangers of
claiming an over-coherent trajectory to this work. It has simply been a case
of returning, again and again, to the same old questions about cultural
power, sometimes reformulating those questions in different ways, and at
various points shifting the angle of vision from which the questions have
been asked.

The work can be said to have involved a series of shifts in its principal
foci of interest, moving from a concern with questions of ideology and the
analysis of televisual messages, through a set of questions concerning class
structure and the decoding process, towards an emphasis on gendered
viewing practices within the context of the family. From this point on, the
work has been engaged in two principal shifts, one concerning the decentr-
ing of television as the focus of interest (towards a more inclusive concern
with the uses of various information and communication technologies in
the domestic sphere), and the other involving a broader consideration of
the functions of such media in the construction of national and cultural
identities within the context of a postmodern geography of the media.




2 Introduction

There is not only a degree of repetition between chapters, but also a
certain uneveness of tone, given that they were originally written for a
variety of readerships. It has, none the less, seemed best to leave the
material largely in its original form.

This Introduction is intended to offer (section 2) some reflections on the
intellectual context in which the trajectory of this work originated, a
retrospective view (section 3) of the significance (both positive and nega-
tive) which has been attributed to the work (especially the Nationwide
audience study), and an intervention (section 4) in current debates as to
the direction which audience studies should take in the future. However,
by way of preamble, it seems necessary to offer also some explanation of
the significance (at least to me) of the words in the book’s title.

1 WHAT’S IN A TITLE

To give a book the title Television, Audiences and Cultural Studies is
clearly to stake a number of claims and, in effect, to offer a number of
hostages to fortune in respect of what each of the terms in the title (and
their syntactic relations) might be taken to imply. 1 shall take them in
reverse order, beginning with the last term, ‘cultural studies’. A number of
critics have rightly pointed not only to the dangers of the installation of a
particular orthodoxy, as this field is increasingly codified and institution-
alized, but also to the dangers of the international export of British cultural
studies, as offering a ready-made template for work in this field, in other
contexts than that (England in the 1960s and 1970s) in which it was
originally developed.

Ang and I have argued elsewhere (Ang and Morley 1989) against the
dangers of the transplanting of British cultural studies, through the pub-
lishing export industry, into a free-floating transnational academic para-
digm for the field as a whole. As we noted there, cultural studies is not
helpfully seen as ‘a fixed body of thought that can be transplanted from one
place to another, and which operates in similar ways in diverse national or
regional contexts’. Rather,

the place and relevance of cultural studies varies from context to con-
text, and has to be related to the specific character of local forms of
political and intellectual discourse as culture . . . it is the context-
dependence of cultural studies which we need to keep in mind, and
indeed reinforce, if we are to resist tendencies towards the development
of orthodoxies and the temptations of a codified vocabulary.

(Ang and Morley 1989: 135-6)

In a similar vein Turner (1990b) rightly points to a regrettable tendency
both to present what is in effect English cultural studies (from which the
question of ethnicity was, at least for many years, entirely left out: cf.
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Hall 1988b) as British cultural studies (whatever happened to Wales,
Scotland and Northern Ireland?) and, further, to ‘exnominate’ the British
element itself, so that, for instance, the ‘enquiry in the signifying practices
of the British media is assumed to be an enquiry into the signifying
practices of the media in general’ - as if the British case was, in some
way, essentially (rather than, in specific cases, historically, through pro-
cesses of imperialism) the ‘standard around which the rest of the world
provide(s) variants’ (ibid., 5). What follows from this clearly is a further
tendency towards the improper ‘homogenising of TV texts and audiences,
across cultural and political borders’ rather than a properly conjunctural
analysis of these issues in their own specific contexts (Turner 1990b: 7).
Thus, for example, Turner notes that the export of British cultural studies
perspectives to the USA, ‘to a context where the notion of the popular
occupies a very different place with dominant cultural definitions’ (25)
has, among other things, exacerbated the problematic tendency towards
cultural optimism which he sees as enshrined in much of this British
work.

Turner goes on to discuss the quite different cultural significance in
Australia, as opposed to Britain, of an ethos of masculinist, anti-
authoritarian, nationalist values which ‘honours manual labour, is sceptical
of the intellect and . . . proudly sees itself as essentially working class’ (12).
If, in the analysis of Willis (1978), this can be seen as a subordinate (or
even implicitly oppositional) discourse within British culture, it would be
quite wrong to imagine that it functioned in the same way within the
context of post-colonial Australian culture, where it can rather be seen as
part of a dominant nationalist mythology. Clearly, in different places and
at different times the same things do not always have the same significance,
and this is a danger to which any improperly universalizing tendency within
cultural studies will always be prey.

It would seem that today, especially in the context of the North
American Academy, cultural studies not only has become almost synony-
mous with a certain kind of postmodern theorizing but also is now often
referred to (in my experience, especially by graduate students there)
simply as ‘theory’. This fetishization of a rather abstract idea of theory is
quite at odds with what Stuart Hall has described as the ‘necessary
modesty’ which academic work in this field should properly display. This
process of fetishization has both a number of explanations and a number of
consequences. As to the former, in the first place, as O’Connor (1989) puts
it, there is the simple ‘difficulty, in the USA, of reading the cultural studies
style of theorising through concrete examples, when most of the examples
are specific to British society’. As he aptly notes, ‘How many students in
the USA . . . have seen a Nationwide TV show?’ (O’Connor 1989: 407).
There is also the question of the effect of publishing economics on the
development of the field. The point here is a quite banal but ultimately
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crucial one, to the effect, crudely, that hi'gher levels of abstraction
(‘theory’) can be sold in a more extensive (and not nationally specific)
market, and thus tend towards both higher levels of profitability for the
publisher, and a wider reputation for the theorist. In short, ‘theory’ travels
best.

To move to the question of the consequences of this process, and their
significance: as O’Connor notes, one of the crucial features of the
American appropriation of British cultural studies has been a loss of the
sense of the rootedness of communication processes in social reproduction
and politics (see also Byars 1991, for a useful account of the development
of cultural studies in America). As he notes, by way of example, in the
circulation and appropriation of his work in the USA, Hall often is
presented as ‘a theoretician of the superstructures, of communication
effectively isolated from material and political limits and pressures’ in such
a way that ‘under the rubric of postmodernism . . . the sense of culture as
practice, form and institution has been lost’ (O’Connor 1989: 408). As Hall
himself has put it, in this transformation, one runs the risk of losing hold of
what he argues to be one of the defining commitments of cultural studies -
to holding ‘theoretical and political questions in an ever-irresolvable but
permanent tension . . . [which] . . . constantly allows the one to bother
and disturb the other’ (Hall 1990: 17), at the necessary cost of avoiding
any final theoretical stabilization. (See also the comments in Hall 1986 on
the American take-up of his work in connection with debates on
postmodernism).

I would concur with Murdock when he notes that the task facing us, in
the development of any adequate form of cultural studies, is ‘to
conceptualise the relation between [the] two sides of the communications
process — the material and the discursive, the economic and the cultural -
without collapsing either one into the other’ (Murdock 1989a: 436). 1
would further agree with him that much cultural studies work (especially in
the recent period, and particularly in its North American variant) seems to
fall short on precisely this point, in so far as the discursive process of the
construction of meanings is frequently analysed without reference to its
institutional, economic or material settings, so that, as Murdock notes, we
are frequently offered ‘an analysis of the cultural industries which has little
or nothing to say about how they actually work, as industries’ (436).

By way of explaining the widespread failure to incorporate the necessary
insights of political economy into cultural studies analyses, Murdock (ibid.)
makes the simple but telling point that, almost without exception, the key
figures in cultural studies came originally from backgrounds in literary
criticism and the humanities and that, consequently, their own primary
concerns (and competences) lie with the analysis of texts of one kind or
another, while they tend to have, on the whole and with the significant
exception of Hall (see Hall 1980, for an account of the early engagement
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with sociology of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies), neither
corresponding competence nor interest in matters of economics and social
science (notwithstanding the frequent references to Marxism). As
Murdock notes, this unfortunate limitation is, increasingly, enhanced by
the tendency for newly institutionalized Departments of Cultural Studies
to be mainly housed in faculties of arts and humanities and to have few
institutional links to the social sciences.

This insight is of particular interest to me, as one trained initially as a
sociologist who has, by virtue of that fact, always felt somewhat marginal
to the successive dominant paradigms (whether in their culturalist, struc-
turalist, psychoanalytic, post-structuralist or postmodern variants) within
cultural studies. Thus, from within cultural studies, the major critique of
much of my own work has been that it is too essentialist or reductionist.
From my own point of view, the prime objective of the work has been to
analyse processes of culture and communication within their social and
material settings. I am personally much more worried by what I see as the
tendency towards the ‘textualization’ of cultural studies, which often allows
the cultural phenomena under analysis to drift entirely free from their
social and material foundations.

To be precise, most of the initial impetus for my own interest in
questions of media audiences was derived from two early strands of
sociological literature, neither of which has, to my mind, ever been prop-
erly integrated into the mainstream (if that is not an oxymoron), of cultural
studies work, and the neglect of which, 1 believe, continues to have a
debilitating effect on the development of the field. The first of these strands
was work in the sociology of education and in sociolinguistics which is
concerned with the relation of linguistic and cultural codes and social
structures: it is represented crucially by the work of Bernstein (1971),
Rosen (1972), Labov (1970), Keddie (1973), Bourdieu (1972), Giglioli
(1973), Pride and Holmes (1972) and Hymes (1964). The second strand
was that concerned with the complex relations of class, culture and con-
sciousness, as represented not simply by the early work of Parkin (1971) -
which tends to be the only example of this trajectory referred to (usually
dismissively) within cultural studies debates — but also by Harris (1971),
Parkin (1974 and 1979) Mann (1970 and 1973), Moorhouse and
Chamberlain (1974), Bulmer (1975), Beynon (1973), Nicholls and
Armstrong (1976), Beynon and Nicholls (1977), and all the debates sur-
rounding the question of embourgeoisement engendered by the publication
of Goldthorpe and Lockwood et al.’s seminal analysis, The Affluent
Worker (1968).

To be sure, these were only starting-points, and to reinvoke them now
cannot be to claim that we could turn back to this earlier work as a source
of ready-made answers to contemporary questions. Rather, my aim is (a)
to make clear the sociological origins of my own work; and (b) to argue for
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the continuing relevance of the questions necessarily posed (if not the
answers given) by the sociological cast of this work, as a necessary part of
the kind of cultural studies which 1, for one, would wish to be understood
to be engaged in.

I take these issues to be of particular pertinence as we confront what
Hall has recently described as a ‘moment of profound danger’, as cultural
studies, especially in America, is rapidly professionalized and institutiona-
lized around a ‘theoretical fluency’ of deconstructionist formalism, in
which the current ‘overwhelming textualisation of cultural studies’ own
discourses . . . constitutes power and politics as exclusively matters of
language’ (Hall 1990).

Again, the simple economics of publishing itself, in conjunction with the
exigencies of academic life, are material to the (theoretical) point. In a
burgeoning, and originally interdisciplinary, field, where new courses are
set up each term, students (and publishers) understandably require text-
books, which quickly acquire a kind of canonical status, delimiting and
defining the field. One example of this is Allen’s Channels of Discourse
(Allen 1987), which offers an introduction to a range of (principally
American) cultural studies perspectives on television, and which has, in so
doing, undoubtedly performed a useful function for many students. My
own interest lies in identifying the particular definition of the field which
this important collection of essays promotes. In this respect, I would agree
with Silverstone (1989), who notes that, despite its recurring gestures
towards the need to produce not only a semiology but also a sociology of
television, the book finally remains entirely ‘text-centric’, despite the
recurring acknowledgements that television cannot be satisfactorily
reduced to a textual phenomenon. As Hall notes, in this respect, ‘textuality
is never enough’ and cultural studies must learn to live with ‘the . ..
tension which Said describes as its affiliations with institutions, offices,
agencies, classes, academies, corporations, groups, ideologically defined
parties and professions, nations, races and genders . . . questions that . . .
can never be fully covered by critical textuality and its elaborations’ (Hall
1990: 16-17).

In bringing this section to a conclusion, I should first note that if this
book offers itself as operating within (across?) the field of cultural studies,
it is already clear that mine is a quite particular (and in some ways,
perhaps, marginal) perspective within that field, in respect of my continu-
ing commitment to a sociological perspective on the questions at issue in
the analysis of communications and culture.

Equally, if it is not really a ‘cultural studies’ book, nor is it a book about
audiences as they have traditionally been understood — mainly as the
(rather tedious) empirical (or empiricist) province of mass communications
research. Rather, to run ahead of the book’s argument, it offers various
ways of reconceptualizing media audiences; these have been, to some
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extent, constructed by ‘poaching’ (cf. de Certeau 1984) on the territory of
mass communications research, while mobilizing perspectives borrowed
from a range of other disciplines — originally sociolinguistics and the
sociology of education, more recently family studies, anthropology and
geography. My own experience has been that it is precisely the interfacing
of these different perspectives that has always been the most productive.

To take the first term in the book’s title last: nor is the book about
television in any essentialist way (whether the definitions of the medium
posed by McLuhan 1964, Heath and Skirrow 1977 or Ellis 1982, for
example). Rather, I am interested in what Andrew Ross (1988) has
usefully described as ‘TV’ or ‘television — as-it-is-used’ — what television
means to different kinds of people, watching different kinds of pro-
grammes, in different contexts and at different times. In my work with
Roger Silverstone (Chapter 9 below) I have also been concerned to begin
to break out of the television-centric focus of media studies, and to relocate
television in the broader contexts both of a fuller range of information and
communication technologies and of domestic consumption in its various
aspects.

So much for the denials, disavowals and alibis.

2 STARTING-POINTS

If, in the British context, media studies was reinvigorated in the early 1970s
by what Stuart Hall (1982) has characterized as the ‘rediscovery of ideo-
logy’, this rediscovery led, in the first instance, to a focus on the analysis of
the ideological structure of news (both on television and in the press) and,
more generally, to a focus on the analysis of media coverage of politics,
particularly media coverage of explicitly controversial issues such as indus-
trial and race relations. Some of this work was framed within a more (or
less) sophisticated concern with bias (see Morley 1976, and Glasgow Media
Group 1976, et seq.), while other studies mobilized concepts of ideology
derived from the work of Gramsci and Althusser (see, inter alia, Hall et al.
1981). However, while internally differentiated in this respect, much of this
work shared two key premises: first, that it was in the field of explicitly
political communications that the concern with the reproduction of ideo-
logy (and the presumed consequence of the maintenance of social order or
hegemony) would be most productively focused; and second (partly
inscribed in the theoretical model of ideology underpinning the first prem-
ise — see Abercrombie and Turner 1978; Abercrombie er al. 1984), that the
(ideological) effects of the media could, in effect, be deduced from the
analysis of the textual structure of the messages they emitted. To this
extent, the media audience was largely absent from these analytical dis-
courses, and the power of the media over their consumers was often taken
for granted (see Connell 1985).
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As is well known, both of these premises have been severely questioned
in recent years. In the first case, there has been a growing recognition of
the considerable political significance of a much wider realm of cultural
products (partly owing to the influence of feminist and anti-racist perspec-
tives on the symbolic process of construction of personal and cultural
identities), and a consequent concern with the ideological structure of
entertainment media, popular fiction and music. In the second place, there
has been a growing recognition (dating notably from Hall’s seminal paper
(Hall 1973a) on the encoding and decoding of television) of the complex
and contradictory nature of the process of cultural consumption of media
products — both within the realm of television (see, for example, Morley
1980), and within the broader field of popular culture (see Hebdige 1979
and 1988a). I wish to consider, briefly, each of these shifts and to try to
trace their implications for contemporary work in the field of political
communications.

The significance of the ‘popular’

From the late 1970s onwards, researchers within the media/cultural studies
traditions in Britain began to explore the political and ideological signifi-
cance of the structure of media products outside the ‘news’ category. These
studies focused on issues such as the construction of gender identities in
soap opera (see Hobson 1982; Ang 1985), the presentation of racial
stereotypes in drama and light entertainment (see Cohen and Gardner
1984), the political and cuitural values embedded in popular fiction and
drama (see McCabe 1981; McArthur 1981; Bennett and Woollacott 1987)
and the presentation of knowledge itself in quiz shows (Mills and Rice
1982). In Britain much of this work was collected and summarized in the
Open University’s influential course on ‘Popular Culture’ (1981). These
studies demonstrated that any concern with the influence of the media in
the construction of political culture needed to operate with a wider and
more inclusive definition of the kind of media texts considered to be
relevant. In this context, the study of news and explicitly ‘political’ media
products was then seen to be but a small part of the overall field. This shift
of interest towards the broader field of fictional and dramatic programming
was paralleled by another shift, this time in relation to the study of
television news and current affairs programming itself. In this context the
Media Studies Group at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies,
during the period 1975-7 took as the focus for its analysis the BBC’s early
evening magazine programme Nationwide (successor to the ‘flagship’ pro-
gramme of British television magazine programming, Tonight). The point
of interest in the Nationwide programme lay partly in its pivotal position in
the BBC’s scheduling policy - as an explicit attempt to build a large
audience early in the evening, through a form of popular magazine pro-
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gramming which at once ignored and transcended politics. At one level the
programme’s ambitions were quite limited, and certainly eschewed any
commitment to serious programming, on the premise that this simply was
not what the audience wanted. As the editor of the programme, Michael
Bunce, put it:

you need to be unpredictable; you need to mix the chairman of the Post
Office with a tattooed lady. Most people have had a hard day’s work,
and when they sit down they don’t want a remorseless, demanding
‘hard-tack’ diet every night.

(Interview in the Sunday Times, 2 March 1975)

However, while the programme certainly prioritized the attempt to engage
(and hold) the interest of its audience with its entertaining mixture of
items, it also became clear, as the CCCS Media Group’s analysis of the
programme developed, that at another level the programme, for all its
seemingly quirky emphasis on the variety and eccentricities of ‘everyday
folk’, could in fact be seen to be heavily implicated in the transmission of a
quite definable set of political values, precisely through its ‘common-
sensical’, no-nonsense style of presentation. If the presenter’s bluff, ‘man
(sic) of the people’ stance was one which seemed equally cynical of all
politicians and bureaucrats, representing the viewpoint of the ‘ordinary
person in the street’, then the premise was that all of these political issues
could in the end be addressed (and presumably resolved) most effectively
from the standpoint of commonsense — the totem to which the programme
was ultimately and explicitly reverential. The CCCS Media Group’s analy-
sis of the programme (Brunsdon and Morley 1978) was concerned to
demonstrate how the programme articulated and presented as natural what
was in fact a (necessarily) particular definition of what constituted com-
monsense as the, supposedly, non-political ground from which the antics of
the ‘the politicians and bureaucrats’ could be understood. This (con-
structed, though seemingly naturalized) definition of commonsense then
functions as the implicit yardstick against which all political questions are
judged. The process of construction of commonsense is, then, one of the
most centrally important ideological (and, of course, ultimately political)
processes in which media programmes such as Nationwide are engaged as
they translate the exotic world of politics into everyday terms (‘But
Chancellor, what will all this mean for ordinary people?’) and thus con-
struct for their audience a quite particular perspective on, and relation to,
the world of politics. In brief then, the argument here (outlined in
Brunsdon and Morley 1978: ch. 4) is that the analysis of media products
which explicitly define themselves as non-political is in fact of central
concern to any analysis of political culture. However, it has, of course, not
simply been the analysis of media products that has been at stake in my



10 Introduction

research, but also the readings which different audiences have made of
those products. It is also a question of the readings which others have made
of the readings I have offered of the audience responses I have gathered.

3 RETROSPECT: THE ‘NATIONWIDE’ AUDIENCE
RECONSIDERED

As Radway aptly notes in her 1987 introduction to the British edition of
Reading the Romance, ‘whatever her intentions, no writer can foresee or
prescribe the way her book will develop, be taken up, or read’ (Radway
1984b (1987): 2). That introduction, in which Radway attempts to explain
both the specific context in which her own work developed, and attempts
to ‘secure a particular reading’ (1) for it in the context of its British
publication is, to my mind, exemplary, not least for the clarity with which
she both addresses what she subsequently perceived as the limitations of
that work, and the way in which she forcefully recounts her own sense of
the continuing importance of the questions which it was attempting to
answer.

For any author to comment on the subsequent interpretations of his or
her own work is, evidently, to court the risk of being thought both vain
and/or oversensitive to criticism. When that work is itself substantively
concerned with the ways in which audiences interpret texts, the irony is
manifest. None the less, and despite the arguments of Barthes (1977)
concerning the status of the author, I offer below a number of comments
on the interpretations (or ‘decodings’) that have subsequently been made
of The Nationwide audience study in particular, in an attempt to (re-)
establish what I would consider to be the ‘preferred reading’ of that text. In
so far as this procedure needs excusing, my reasons for adopting it can be
briefly stated.

While 1 have, naturally, been gratified by the attention given to The
‘Nationwide’ Audience book (Morley 1980), and by the fact that, a decade
after its publication, it is still widely cited, there are aspects of its sub-
sequent mode of circulation which do concern me. In the first place, the
book itself has been out of print for some years now and, with the
exception of those with access to library copies, most contemporary
readers are only familiar with it at second-hand, through the summaries
and accounts of that work offered in student texts such as Fiske (1987a) or
Turner (1990a). It is for this reason that I decided to include a summary
version of that work (see Chapter 2) in this collection, so that, for good or
ill, the work could be made available again for discussion, in its own terms.
Second, and this may to some extent be explained by the fact that those
who ostensibly speak of it actually speak only of others’ summaries of that
work, some of the secondary accounts are simply inaccurate. Thus, for
example, Frow (1991: 60 n. 3) berates me for making in the Nationwide



Introduction 11

project, the ‘classic mistake’ of confusing ‘texts written in the conventional
genre of the questionnaire answer with the direct experience of the pro-
gramme’. The problem here is that the Nationwide audience research did
not employ a questionnaire to generate audience responses (it employed a
version of the ‘focused interview’, derived from Merton and Kendal 1955).

While simple matters of factual inaccuracy, such as this, can evidently be
cleared up relatively easily, more complex questions arise when we turn to
broader interpretations of the work and its significance. I offer below (see
section 4 of this Introduction) an account of my own anxieties about the
way in which the Nationwide work has latterly been invoked as the
theoretical justification of what we might call the ‘don’t worry, be
happy’ school of (principally American) cultural studies (variously labelled
as the ‘interpretivist’ or ‘new revisionist’ perspective by other critics). For
the moment, 1 wish to focus on the interpretations (and uses) of the
Nationwide work offered in Fiske 1987a (see also below) and Turner
1990a, given their widespread use as student textbooks.

In particular, I am concerned with how the Nationwide work has been
retrospectively positioned as ‘the point where the encoding/decoding
model starts to break down’ (Turner 1990a: 136). Thus, Fiske claims of the
Nationwide work that ‘what Morley found was that Hall, in following
Parkin (1971), had overemphasised the role of class in producing different
readings and had underestimated the variety of determinants of reading’
(Fiske 1987: 63). Turner argues that ‘Morley’s attempt to develop Hall’s
encoding/decoding model came to demonstrate, instead, that individual
readings of television are much more complex than Hall’s model would
allow’ (Turner 1990a: 111). He goes on: ‘Morley has to concede that social
position “in no way correlates” with the readings he has collected’ (135)
and that ‘Morley admits . . . that the attempt to tie differential readings to
gross social and class determinants, such as the audience’s occupation
group, was a failure’ (135), or, as he puts it elsewhere (32) ‘a waste of
time’, an enterprise which was ‘the victim of crude assumptions’ (136).

The problems here are manifold. Radway (1984a) rightly notes my own
retrospective concern (see Morley 1981) with the particular concentration
in the Nationwide study ‘on the single variable of class and the rather
simple way in which the concept of class itself was constructed’ (Radway
1984a: 9) and points, by way of parallel, in her own study, to what she
retrospectively came to see as the corresponding problems of an ‘exclusive
preoccupation with gender and . . . the use of a rather rigid notion of
patriarchy’ (9). The point is that any empirical study has to start some-
where, and in order to force issues on to the research agenda, one does
sometimes run the risk of overstating one’s case (with ample time for post
hoc regrets). It is no part of my concern to attempt to preserve the
Nationwide work from legitimate criticism, and 1 am aware that its faults
are many. However, I am concerned to query misrepresentations of the
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intellectual history involved, and to defend the work against what Richards
(1960) defines as ‘misreadings’ as distinct from ‘variant readings’.!

Reference to the original sources quickly demonstrates that it is Parkin,
rather than Hall, who might appropriately be charged with offering too
mechanistic an account of the relationship between (in his terms) ‘meaning
systems’ and class position (Parkin 1971). Equally, it is clearly demon-
strable that Hall’s own seminal ‘encoding/decoding’ essay (Hall 1973a) is at
some pains not to replicate Parkin’s error in this respect, as Hall ‘amplifies’
the model. Indeed, it is some of my own early formulations, rather than
Hall’s, that give such distinct analytical priority to class, over and above all
other social categories. However, even in that case, matters are not so
simple. When Turner quotes Morley as ‘conceding’ that social position ‘in
no way correlates with . . . the readings he has collected’ (Turner 1990a:
135) he omits one crucial word from the original sentence. The full
quotation reads: ‘in no way directly correlates’ (my emphasis). If this seems
an inconsequential matter of textual exegesis, I can only apologize to the
reader, but to my mind the difference made by the word which Turner
omits is fundamental. Had Hall or I been attempting to demonstrate some
utterly mechanistic form of social determination, in which decodings were
rigidly determined by class, then evidence of a lack of such correspondence
would, clearly, have been damning to the whole enterprise. However, that
is not what either Hall or I was proposing, but rather a much more complex
process, through which structural position might function to set parameters
to the acquisition of cultural codes, the availability (or otherwise) of which
might then pattern the decoding process. Moreover, while the results of
the Nationwide study showed that the patterning of decodings was certainly
more complex than could be accounted for by class alone, those results did
demonstrate a quite significant degree of patterning, which a non-
mechanistic theory of social determination can, in fact, help us to account
for productively. To this extent I would argue that both Fiske and Turner
not only misread the evidence offered in the Nationwide study but, more
fundamentally, misrepresent the questions to which that evidence was
intended to contribute some (if partial) answers.

At a more general level, O’Connor (1989) notes that, in his presentation
of British cultural studies for the American audience, Grossberg (1983)
presents that work (including both my own and Hebdige’s (1979) work) as
a series of failed attempts to connect ‘culture’ and ‘society’, showing no
clear patterning of response by social group, and thus justifying the aban-
donment of any attempt to trace such connections, in favour of the flux of
postmodernism. The point is that the absence of automatic and clear-cut
patterns of determination would only be counter-evidence to the most
simplistic theory of class (or any other form of) structuring of culture (cf.
Bourdieu 1984, for an indication of what such a non-mechanistic theory
might look like).
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Methodological debates

There has been considerable critical discussion of the methodologies
employed in the Nationwide and Family Television studies. I offer below
(Chapter 8) a lengthy account of my own views on these matters, and so
will only comment in a preliminary way here on some of the key issues at
stake.

My own work has subsequently come to be identified largely with the
ethnographic approach to media audiences, partly as a result of my own
invocation of that perspective at various points in the work, but also, more
recently, in a broader context, in which ethnography has come close to
being viewed as the only (politically correct) method for the (post?)
modern media researcher (and even then a dangerous one - see Clifford
and Marcus 1986; Marcus and Fischer 1986). In the case of American
cultural studies, in particular, the identification of qualitative methods with
the progressive wing of communications studies seems to be almost com-
plete, and ethnography, as Lull (1988: 242) has argued, has come to be a
fetishized ‘buzz-word’ in the field.

In fact, while I have principally employed qualitative methods, thus far in
my own work (though both the Nationwide and the Family Television
projects also included quantitative elements) I hold no brief for their
exclusive claim to methodological adequacy. I hold all questions of method-
ology to be ultimately pragmatic ones, to be determined according to the
resources available and the particular type of data needed to answer specific
questions, and would further hold that all methodological choices (ethno-
graphy included) incur what an economist would call an ‘opportunity cost’ —
in terms of the other possibilities excluded by any particular choice of
method. Thus, I would entirely agree with Murdock’s comments when he
observes that, for some purposes, properly constructed social surveys are by
far the most appropriate methods of research. As Murdock observes:

Critical work is not defined by the techniques of enquiry it employs,
though a number of commentators have proceeded as though the ‘soft’
data produced by observation, depth interviewing and personal testi-
mony offer the only permissible evidence, and all forms of ‘number-
crunching’ are to be rejected on principle . . . [as] . . . a compromise
with empiricism.

(Murdock 1989b: 226)

Conversely, I would disagree with Nightingale’s (1986) argument that
ethnographic research, because of its primary commitment to description,
is somehow thus intrinsically unsuited to serving the properly critical
purposes of cultural studies. My position is not only that no single method
has a monopoly on virtue, but the choice of method, in itself, can neither
guarantee nor damn a given study. Personally, I would far rather read a
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good survey than a bad ethnography (and vice versa). Thus, although his
remarks are in some part intended as a critique of the particular methodo-
logical choices made in the research which Silverstone and I have con-
ducted on ICTs (see Chapter 9 below), I would, in fact, also agree in
principle with Corner’s comments, when he notes that proponents of the
ethnographic approach who are wary of ‘even such limited “experimental”
procedures as the special screening of video material to generate dis-
cussion’ all too often ‘over-state the extent to which the removal of acts of
viewing from the naturalised and fragmented flow of mundane use . . .
creates an unacceptable degree of distortion in viewers’ responses . . .
[given] the continuities . . . of formed personal identity . . . as well as the
significatory stabilities of the texts themselves’ (Corner 1991: 25-6). To this
extent, 1 would thus reject Turner’s argument that the results of the
Nationwide study are ultimately vitiated by the ‘formal and artificial’
(Turner 1990a: 140) methods used there, in arranging special screenings to
engender discussion. As Fiske (1990: 89) notes, much ethnographic data is
produced specifically for an occasion constructed and controlled by the
researcher, but while that certainly necessitates a degree of caution and
self-awareness in the interpretation of that data, it does not, per se,
invalidate it. It all depends, finally, on what it is you want to find out.

Turner, drawing on Hartley’s (1987) argument that audiences are ‘fic-
tions’ and have no empirical existence, presses the point further, claiming
that the Nationwide study was also artificial in that it involved collecting
people for interview ‘in a group that would not otherwise have been
formed, in a place they would otherwise not have occupied’ (Turner 1990a:
164). This is simply inaccurate. The groups interviewed in that project
already existed, as groups of students following particular courses, and
were deliberately interviewed in the educational settings which they rou-
tinely inhabited. As I have noted elsewhere (Morley 1981), this was hardly
a procedure without its own costs and limitations, but these are quite other
than the ones Turner adduces. I argue below (following Geertz 1988) that
Hartley’s own position depends on a misappropriation of the concept of a
“fiction’ (something made) and depends on a confusion of ‘making things
out’ with ‘making things up’.

As for the question of my own employment of ethnographic methods, 1
would entirely accept Turner’s observation that their appropriation in the
Nationwide study was ‘anything but thorough’ (Turner 1990a: 136) but,
given the arguments above, I would not agree that this fact, in itself, has
any particular consequences for the validity or otherwise of the study. Only
one who believed that ethnography alone had all the methodological
answers would conclude thus. Equally, while I am in sympathy with many
of Radway’s (1988) observations on the problems of ethnographic studies
of media audiences which are too narrowly circumscribed (cf. Evans 1990,
on the difference between traditional anthropological ethnographies and
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those customarily conducted in this field), Corner’s comments on the
corresponding dangers of ‘an under-theorised and imprudently compre-
hensive notion of the contextual’ (Corner 1991: 28) should give us pause
for thought before we conclude that the inclusion of ‘more context’ is
necessarily, in all cases, the guarantee of methodological adequacy.

To move to a different issue, one recurring criticism of both the
Nationwide and the Family Television studies is that each overstates the
degree of inter-group differences (between occupationally based groups in
the one case, and between genders in the other). This point I am happy to
concede, in so far as it was precisely the objective of the two projects to
insert questions of class and gender (respectively) at the heart of the media
research agenda, from which starting-point any consequent over-
simplification could then be corrected. Surprising as it may now seem,
given the taken-for-grantedness of such a transformed agenda nowadays,
at the point of writing the Nationwide study, despite all the work (quoted
earlier) in the sociology of education which had clearly demonstrated the
pertinence of class to the communicative process, these issues were largely
absent from the study of media consumption. Similarly, at the point of
writing the Family Television study (Morley 1985), despite all the psycho-
analytically based work which had focused on the question of gender in
film studies (even if in a rather abstracted way), except in the early work of
Brunsdon (1981), Hobson (1982), Modleski (1984), Radway (1984) and
Ang (1985), the question of the influence of gender in the reception of
television was still relatively marginalized, certainly by comparison to the
position it occupies today.

Strategic essentialism and methodological individualism

If the early formulations of the cultural studies tradition of research into
media issues, with their primary focus on questions of class, have only been
displaced relatively recently by the emergence of feminism and its focus on
gender in these matters, it is only more recently (and partially) that this
work has begun to be further reshaped and reconstructed by the emerg-
ence of anti-racist perspectives and their insistence on questions of race
and ethnicity. One key (and much-cited) contribution, in this respect, has
been Bobo’s (1988) analysis of ‘black women as cultural readers’ of films
such as The Color Purple. Bobo sets herself the task of understanding ‘the
overwhelming positive response from Black female viewers’ to the film (in
contradiction to the film’s largely negative reception among many radical
reviewers and critics), ‘why people liked . .. [it] ... in spite of its
sometimes clichéd characters’ within the more general context of the issue
of how ‘a specific audience creates meaning from a mainstream text and
uses the reconstructed meaning to empower themselves and their social
group’ (Bobo 1988: 92-3).
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If Bobo’s invocation of the category ‘Black women’ can be faulted for an
implicit essentialism, which would too automatically derive decoding stra-
tegies from structural position (cf. ‘an audience member from a margina-
lised group (people of colour, women, the poor, and so on) has an
oppositional stance as they participate in mainstream media’), this is only
an instance of the same criticism as can be levelled against, for example,
the insistence on class in the Nationwide study or that on gender in
Radway’s (1984b) analysis. As argued above, I would likewise here want to
defend Bobo’s analysis against criticisms, on these kind of theoretical
grounds, in so far as, in inserting the question of race and ethnicity into the
fundamental framework of media analysis, she achieves far more than her
critics would seem to recognize. Clearly, there is much to be gained from
subsequent theoretical work on the need to develop a non-reductive
analysis of the articulation of structures of race, ethnicity and gender with
those of culture (in the British context, see the debate in the pages of Third
Text between Mercer (1990) and Gilroy (1989), for example). However,
whatever its theoretical shortcomings in this respect, it is the great virtue of
Bobo’s work to offer us a clearly grounded analysis of the specificities of
the responses of (at least some) Black women viewers to mainstream
material of this kind.

The point, as Bobo argues, is that

a Black audience, through a history of theatre-going and film-watching,
knows that at some point an expression of the exotic primitive is going
to be offered to us. Since this is the case, we have one of two options
... One is never to indulge in media products, an impossibility in an
age of media blitz. Another option, and I think this is more an uncon-
scious reaction to and defence against racist definitions of Black people,
is to filter out that which is negative and select from the work, elements
we can relate to.

(Bobo 1988: 101)

If Bobo’s use of the category ‘we’ may be argued to be somewhat
problematic, her central and substantive point remains pertinent, when she
argues that the motivation for Black women’s positive responses to The
Color Purple was grounded in an overwhelming sense of relief at being
offered, for once, portrayals of Black women on screen in non-marginal
roles, in the context of a historical situation in which, as Bobo puts it, ‘we
understand that mainstream media has never rendered our segment of the
population faithfully. We have as evidence our years of watching film and
TV programmes and reading plays and books. Out of habit, as readers of
mainstream texts, we have learnt to ferret out the beneficial and put up
blinders against the rest’ (96). Or, as Christian puts it, ‘Finally, somebody
says something about us’ (quoted in Bobo 1988: 101).
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Substantive questions of ‘essentialism’ in relation to race or any other
category clearly also involve questions of methodology. In terms of metho-
dological procedures, the question of inter- and intra-group differences
(and of my own tendency to privilege the former over the latter, in the
Nationwide study in particular) is also raised by the critiques of Lewis
(1983) and of Brunt and Jordin (1986), which, in different ways, query the
wisdom of my choice to work with group rather than individual interviews
in that project. The basic reasons for that choice are outlined below (see
Chapter 3), though it is worth observing that the Nationwide project was
initially designed to utilize both types of interview, and was only conducted
as it was because of subsequent funding limitations. In a parallel vein,
Turner argues that the lack of attention to intra-group variations in the
responses of the groups in the Nationwide project ‘should make us question
those readings’ in so far as ‘it is likely that a consensualising process was
engendered by the grouping itself’ and my own interviewing practice ‘may
also have reinforced any consensualising process’ (Turner 1990a: 135). The
problem here concerns the methodologically individualist conception of
culture which seems to lie, implicitly, behind Turner’s criticism. His point
would seem to be that the use of group interviews prevented the indi-
viduals within each group from expressing their individual responses and
differences. The problem here concerns the way in which this perspective
fails to recognize Durkheim’s (1938) fundamental point that social facts are
sui generis and cannot be reduced to being a mere ‘summation’ of indi-
vidual facts.

The fundamental difficulty with Turner’s position was identified by
Pollock (1955), in his critique of mainstream empirical research into public
opinion. As Pollock notes, the ‘very assumption that there exists the
opinion of every individual is dubious’, in so far as ‘individual opinion,
which appears to current opinion research to be the elementary unit, is in
actual fact an extremely derivative, mediated thing’ (Pollock 1955: 228,
233). Pollock’s central point, which was the rationale for allowing the most
forceful individuals in each group in the Nationwide project to dominate
the discussions and to articulate the outline of a ‘group consensus’ (as they
presumably did, routinely, in other situations in which the group was
together), is, as he puts it, that ‘the procedure of opinion research, which
enumerates and appraises all individuals as having equal rights, as dots
without qualities, so to speak, ignores the real differences of social power
and social impotence’ (231) — differences which are as crucial in the
collective consumption and discussion of media programmes as they are in
any other field of social life. As Pollock cautions, we should not think of
every individual as a monad whose opinions crystallize in isolation, or as
being in a social vacuum (from which processes of group dynamics, for
example, are absent). Rather, ‘realistic . . . research would have to come
as close as possible, in its methods of research, to those conditions in which
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actual opinions are formed, held and modified’ (230) - the conditions
within the groups of which the individual is a member, for instance.

4 AUDIENCE STUDIES, NOW AND IN THE FUTURE?

It certainly seems that, over the last few years, things have changed in the
world of media studies. As we all know, in the bad old days television
audiences were considered as passive consumers, to whom things hap-
pened as television’s miraculous powers affected them. According to
choice, these (always other) people were turned into zombies, transfixed
by bourgeois ideology or filled with consumerist desires. Happily, so the
story goes, it was then discovered that this was an inaccurate picture,
because in fact these people were out there, in front of the set, being active
in all kinds of ways — making critical/oppositional readings of dominant
cultural forms, perceiving ideological messages selectively/subversively,
etc., etc. So, it seems, we needn’t worry — the passively consuming
audience is a thing of the past. As Evans (1990) notes, recent audience
work in media studies can be largely characterized by two assumptions: (a)
that the audience is always active (in a non-trivial sense); and (b) that
media content is ‘polysemic’, or open to interpretation. The question is
what these assumptions are taken to mean exactly, and what their theoreti-
cal and empirical consequences are.

The ‘new audience research’

In an essay on the problems of the ‘new audience research’, Corner
identifies a number of the key issues at stake in current debates about the
‘activity’ of the media audience. He argues that, in recent years, the
question of media power as a political issue has tended to slip off the
research agenda of this burgeoning field of ‘demand-side’ research. In his
analysis, this new research is seen to amount largely to ‘a form of sociologi-
cal quietism . . . in which increasing emphasis on the micro-processes of
viewing relations displaces . . . an engagement with the macro-structures
of media and society’ (Corner 1991: 4).

For my part, while in sympathy with much of Corner’s argument (see
below), I find this particular formulation problematic, in so far as it mal-
poses the relation between macro and micro, effectively equating the
former with the ‘real’. Corner’s analysis fails to recognize, among other
things, the articulation of the divisions macro/micro, real/trivial, public/
private, masculine/feminine — which is what much of the work which he
criticizes has, in various ways, been concerned with. More centrally,
Corner seems to invoke a notion of the macro which is conceptualized in
terms of pre-given structures, rather than (to use Giddens’s phrase) ‘struc-
turation’ (Giddens 1979) and which fails to see that macro-structures can
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only be reproduced through micro-processes. Unless one deals in a reified
sense of ‘structure’ such an entity is, in fact, simply an analytical construct
detailing the patterning of an infinite number of micro-processes and
events (cf. Saussure 1974, on the status of langue). It was precisely for this
reason that the work of the media group at CCCS in a formative period
(see Hall ez al. 1981) turned to an engagement with ethno-methodological
perspectives: not in order to abandon the macro in favour of the micro (as
many ethno-methodologists themselves seemed to do) but, rather, the
better to articulate the analysis of the one to that of the other.

In this connection Gledhill offers a useful formulation when she points to
the central role of the concept of ‘negotiation’ of meanings in allowing us to
avoid ‘an overly deterministic view of cultural production, whether econ-
omic . . . or cine-psychoanalytic’ (Gledhill 1988: 67). Gledhill’s central
point concerns the homology between the substitution of the concept of
‘negotiation’ for that of ‘effects’ at the micro-level, and the corresponding
substitution of the concept of ‘hegemony’ (as a necessarily unstable and
incomplete process) for that of the imposition of a ‘dominant ideology’ (as
a given and guaranteed effect) at the macro-level. The point precisely is
that the general macro-process can only operate through myriad micro-
performances of power, none of which can be guaranteed in advance, even
if the general pattern of events is subject to the logic of probabilities.
As Giddens (1979) argues, structures are not external to action, but are
only reproduced through the concrete activities of daily life, and
must be analysed as historical formations, subject to modification — as
structures constituted through action, as much as action is constituted
structurally.

In this connection Murdock rightly points to the usefulness of Bourdieu’s
conception of the ‘habitus’ as a way of grasping the articulation of the two
dimensions of structure and action — as a matrix of dispositions and
competences capable of generating and underwriting a wide variety of
specific practices but where, as Murdock puts it, ‘habituses are not habits.
They do not entail the application of fixed rules and routines. Rather, they
provide the basis for structured variations in the same way that jazz
musicians improvise around a . . . theme’ (Murdock 1989b: 243). At the
same time, while Murdock stresses the positive aspects of Bourdieu’s
overall theory, he is rightly critical of the exclusive stress that Bourdieu
lays on early family socialization as the sole source of cultural capital and
competences. As Murdock notes, while we must recognize that people’s
initial socialization will play a key role in structuring their access to cultural
codes, to see this process as necessarily irreversible is over-deterministic:

clearly if, in later life, someone joins . . . a . . . political party or . . .
religious cult, they will have access to additional discourses with the
potential to restructure their interpretative activities in powerful ways.
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The ‘prison house of language’ may be a high-security installation, but
escape is always possible.
(Murdock 245)

Corner’s critique, unfortunately, seems to conflate two different issues:
on the one hand the conceptual shift from a model of dominant ideology as
a given structure to a processual model of hegemony (and the consequent
interest in the micro aspect of macro-processes); and, on the other, the
substantive reworking of the field under the impact of feminist theory and
research, decentring the former principal concerns with class in favour of a
concern with the articulation of structures of gender and class, especially in
relation to the media’s role in public/private interface. This certainly is a
research agenda with a transformed concept of media power (rather differ-
ent from that of classical Marxism, for example), but it is hardly a research
agenda from which power has slipped. In so far as it is a perspective, as
Corner puts it, which has ‘revised downwards’ notions of media power, it is
one which takes on board the critique made by Abercrombie et al. (1984)
of the excesses of the ‘dominant ideology thesis’ (but see also my critical
comments on this position below). This, then, is to follow neither the
Parsonian reading of Durkheim (attributing all signs of social stability to
the ‘conscience collective’ or the ‘value-system’ of society) nor the
Frankfurt School reading of Marx (with its neglect of the role of the ‘dull
compulsion of the economic’, in Marx’s phrase, and the sheer facticity of
economic interdependence, in any society with a complex division of
labour). To argue thus is to avoid over-emphasizing the role of ideology or,
more prosaically, in Connell’s (1985) phrase, to avoid ‘blaming the meeja’
for everything.

None the less, I do share Corner’s concern that much recent work in this
field is marred by a facile insistence on the polysemy of media products and
by an undocumented presumption that forms of interpretative resistance
are more widespread than subordination or the reproduction of dominant
meanings (cf. Condit 1989, on the unfortunate tendency towards an over-
drawn ‘emphasis on the polysemous qualities of texts’ in media studies). To
follow that path, as Corner correctly notes, is to underestimate the force of
textual determinacy in the construction of meaning from media products,
and not only to romanticize the role of the reader improperly but to neglect
all the evidence of the relatively low level of ambiguity, at some levels of
meaning, of widespread systems of signification, such as those purveyed by
the mass media. As Corner notes, to follow this primrose (and perhaps
postmodern) path in giving such emphasis to the polysemic qualities of
media messages, is to risk falling into a ‘complacent relativism, by which
the interpretive contribution of the audience is perceived to be of such a
scale and range as to render the very idea of media power naive’ (Corner
1991: 29).
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Conversely, while taking many of the points raised by critics such as
Corner with reference to the inherent problems and limitations of the
‘preferred reading’ model developed by Hall (1973a), I remain convinced
that the model, while needing development and amendment in various
respects, still offers the best alternative to a conception of media texts as
equally ‘open’ to any and all interpretations (usually derived from Barthes
1972) which readers wish to make of them. While I would agree that Hall’s
original model tends to blur together questions of recognition, comprehen-
sion, interpretation and response which may ultimately need to be separ-
ated analytically, there is a considerable body of work in the sociology of
reading and literacy (see Hoyles 1977) which would argue that, given the
context-dependent mode of understanding which readers ordinarily em-
ploy, too radical a separation of these issues will leave us with a neat but
unrealistic model of what readers do when they read a text. Further, while
it is true that the preferred reading model was originally developed for the
analysis of news and current affairs journalism, and is easiest to employ
directly in the analysis of material of that type, it is not as difficult as some
critics (including Corner 1991) would seem to suggest to apply it to other
materials. Thus, for example, given the hierarchies of discourse routinely
offered by fictional texts, usually centring around the point of view of one
or more privileged character(s), it is clearly possible to transpose the model
to the analysis of the classical realist text and its derivatives in the fictional
realm (see p. 122 below).

The interventions of Brunsdon (1989) and Gripsrud (1989), cautioning
against current tendencies entirely to dissolve the text into its readings
can, with hindsight, be seen to have been foreshadowed by Counihan’s
critique (Counihan 1973) of Chaney (1972), who decried the usefulness of
any analysis of the message in itself — on the grounds that the ‘content is
not meaningful in itself . . . [but] is only meaningful in its interaction with
an audience’. As Counihan remarks, in the context of Chaney’s relentless
dissolution of the message into the audiences’ perceptions, uses and ma-
nipulations of it, ‘It is as if the assertion of the necessity for a formal
analysis of media “texts” as a distinct region of communications research
involved a radical denial of the inalienable rights of audiences to consti-
tute all meaning’ (Counihan 1973: 43). The analysis of the text or message
remains, of course, a fundamental necessity, for the polysemy of the
message is not without its own structure. Audiences do not see only what
they want to see, since a message (or programme) is not simply a window
on the world, but a construction. While the message is not an object with
one real meaning, there are withir. it signifying mechanisms which pro-
mote certain meanings, even one privileged meaning, and suppress
others: these are the directive closures encoded in the message. The
message is capable of different interpretations depending on the context
of association.
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This was the point of the analytic procedure employed in the first part of
the Nationwide project (see Brunsdon and Morley 1978), which was not
designed to discover the ‘real meaning’ of the messages analysed, but
simply to follow the ‘directive closures’ (in the form of headlines, high-
status views, etc.) so as to reproduce the reading of the message achieved
by operating within the dominant decoding framework. This is not to imply
that this is the only reading possible: the analysis is, of necessity, interpret-
ative; its significance ultimately was to be investigated by the subsequent
empirical work examining how messages were ‘read’ and which sections of
the audience did make this kind of reading of the message, rather than a
‘negotiated’ or ‘oppositional’ reading.

The ‘new revisionism’ and its critics

In a similar vein to Corner, Curran (1990) offers a highly critical account
of what he describes as the ‘new revisionism’ in mass communications
research on media audiences. In brief, his charge is that while ‘this . . .
“revisionism” . . . presents itself as original and innovative, as an emanci-
patory movement that is throwing off the shackles of tradition . . . [it] . ..
is none of these things’ (Curran 1990: 135), but rather amounts to ‘old
pluralist dishes being reheated and presented as new cuisine’ (151). In
Curran’s view, ‘revisionists’ (such as myself) are presenting ‘as innovation
what is in reality a process of rediscovery’ (146) and, as far as Curran is
concerned, misrepresenting this ‘revisionism’ in ‘assertive terms as an
example of intellectual progress’ in which ‘those hitherto mired in error
have been confounded and enlightened’ (146) when, in fact the ‘revisio-
nists’ are actually ‘engaged . . . in an act of revivalism - reverting to the
discredited wisdom of the past’ (153), in so far as most of the claimed
‘advances’ achieved by this new work are clearly pre-dated and pre-
figured, according to Curran, by earlier work within both the ‘effects’ and
the ‘uses and gratifications’ traditions — of which the ‘revisionists’ are, in
Curran’s view, naively ignorant. To some extent, Curran’s argument is also
supported by Evans (1990), who claims that authors within the interpret-
ivist tradition (‘new revisionists’, in Curran’s terms) have tended to set up
the faults of the earlier *hypodermic effects’ model of communications
rather as a ‘straw man’, by contrast to which other positions would more
easily seem sophisticated.

Curran’s own principal tactic is to bolster his argument by quoting the
work of hitherto neglected figures within the mainstream traditions of
audience research who argue against any simple hypodermic theory
of ‘effects’, or who stress issues such as the social setting of media recep-
tion, thus demonstrating that recent emphasis on such issues is no more
than old wine in new bottles. There are two key problems with this
argument: one a matter of historiography, concerning the status of history
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as histoire (or story), the other concerning the status of 20/20 vision-in-
hindsight.

In the first case, Curran fails to address the issue, which has been central
to much recent historical debate, and which was placed on the agenda
some years ago by P. Wright (1985), among others, concerning the role of
(any) history in the present. As Wright argues, the past is no simple thing
to be referred to; rather we must attend to the crucial role played by
different constructed narratives and invocations of the past, in contempor-
ary cultural, political (or academic) debates — as legitimating this or that
opposing view or strategy in the present. While I am happy to regard
Curran’s own analysis as an intervention (and a very interesting one at
that) in a contemporary debate about how the future trajectory of audience
research should be conceptualized, its central thrust is to mobilize his own
version of history in support of a very particular set of claims as to how
audience research should be conducted. This is simply to note that
Curran’s history is, inevitably, involved in doing something rather more
than he claims; rather than simply ‘setting the record straight’ in the face of
any ‘breath-taking . . . caricature of the history of communications re-
search’ (Curran 1990: 146) produced by the ‘revisionism’ Curran decries, it
is advancing a particular (and partly unacknowledged) agenda of its own,
which equally can be accused of ‘writing out’ particular problems and
issues from the agenda of future research. I will return to the blind spots in
Curran’s analysis below.

The second problem concerns hindsight. The history Curran offers is an
informative one, alerting us to the achievements of scholars whose work
has been unrecognized or neglected by many (myself included) thus far.
However, my contention is that this is a particular history which could not
have been written (by Curran or anyone else) fifteen years ago, before the
impact of the ‘new revisionism’ (of which Curran is so critical) transformed
our understanding of the field of audience research, and thus transformed
our understanding of who and what was important in its history. I would
argue that it is this transformation that has allowed a historian such as
Curran to go back and re-read the history of communications research, in
such a way as to give prominence to those whose work can now, with
hindsight, be seen to have prefigured the work of these ‘new revisionists’.
The point is that it is only now, after the impact of ‘revisionist’ analyses,
that the significance of this earlier work can be seen. Previously, much of it
was perceived as marginal to the central trajectory of mainstream com-
munications research. As Seiter et al. note, if the ‘academic pendulum
swings along the fine line between re-seeing and revisionism’ (Seiter et al.
1989a: 14), then the work of ‘re-visioning’ (or reconceptualizing, and
always newly revising our perspectives), is central to the dynamic through
which the field develops. In the nature of the case, it is difficult to accuse
others of falsely imagining that history was simply that which led up to
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them, without, in the event, ending up in the unhappy position of making
that claim (explicitly or implicitly) for one’s own arguments.

According to Blumler, Gurevitch and Katz (1985: 257), the ‘interpreti-
vist focus on the role of the reader in the decoding process should be
ringing bells with gratificationists . . . because ... they are the most
experienced in dealing with a multiplicity of responses’. Similarly,
Rosengren claims that Radway’s (1984b) work ‘indirectly offers strong
validation of the general soundness of uses and gratifications research’, and
he goes on to claim that ‘in her way, Radway has reinvented . . . gratifica-
tions research’ (Rosengren 1985: 278). As Evans (1990) notes, the first
question, in this connection, is perhaps whether, rather than constituting
evidence of a genuine unity between cultural studies and uses and gratifica-
tions perspectives, what we see here is in fact a misguided attempt to
reduce interpretivist concepts to gratificationist terms. The second (and, as
Schroder notes, rather embarrassing) question is ‘why has it required a
cultural studies scholar to excavate a lost sociological tradition?’ (Schroder
1987: 13). The answer that Schroder offers, and with which I, for one,
incline to agree, is that in spite of the tributes now paid by Curran and
others to those who can, retrospectively, be identified as the forgotten
‘pioneers’ of qualitative media audience research, ‘the fact remains that,
until the 1980s, their qualitative work . . . [was] . . . the victim of a spiral
of silence, because they attempted to study what mainstream sociology
regarded as unresearchable, i.e. cultural meanings and interpretations’
(ibid., 14).

There are a number of further substantive problems with Curran’s
formulation of the issues at stake. In the first instance, in setting up a
simple polarity between ‘Marxist’ and ‘Pluralist’ perspectives, he unhelp-
fully blurs together the Gramscian and Althusserian perspectives within
the Marxist tradition. His analysis replicates the confusions (in this respect)
of Abercombie et al.’s (1978 and 1984) critique of the ‘dominant ideology
thesis’ (see my comments above on the importance of the distinctions
between Althusser and Gramsci with reference to the relationship between
the analysis of micro- and macro-processes in media analyses). Further,
Curran fails to grasp the significance of the encounter with semiology,
within the cultural studies perspective, in transforming the concept of the
message, away from a conveyor belt model of the transmission of content,
towards one more fully informed by the insights of linguistics (notwith-
standing the problems of formal semiotic models and the need to move
beyond them to a social semiotics).

As 1 argue below, some of the early work of the American mass
communications researchers (see Merton 1946) was highly sophisticated in
many respects, and did begin to open up questions about the ‘actual
processes of persuasion’ and the ‘processes involved in resistance to per-
suasive arguments’ (quoted in Morley 1980: 3) which can now be seen to
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have foreshadowed the later contributions of semiology in the close analy-
sis of these issues. Thus Merton insisted on the need to interpret messages
within the cultural contexts of their occurrence. However, subsequent
work in that tradition largely failed to develop Merton’s insights effec-
tively. In this connection, Geertz has argued that the key problem for
American communications researchers was that, despite their sophistica-
tion in other respects, they lacked anything more than the most rudimen-
tary conception of the processes of symbolic communication. As a result,
he argued:

The links between the causes of ideology and its effects seem adventi-
tious, because the connective element — the autonomous process of
symbolic formulation — is passed over in virtual silence. Both interest
theory and strain theory go directly from source analysis to consequence
analysis without ever seriously examining ideologies as systems of inter-
acting symbols, as patterns of interworking meanings. Themes are
outlined, of course; among the content analysis they are even counted.
But they are referred for elucidation not to other themes, not to any sort
of semantic theory, but either backward to the effect they presumably
mirror, or forward to the social reality they presumably distort. The
problem of how ideologies transform sentiment into significance, and so
make it socially available, is shortcircuited.

(quoted in Hall 1974: 278-9)

It was precisely this issue, 1 would contend, that the encounter with
semiology enabled cultural studies researchers to open up, and thus, long
afterwards, to begin to advance Merton’s original insights, which had been
largely neglected in mainstream research.

Finally, it seems necessary to distinguish between the different traditions
which Curran lumps together under the rubric of the ‘new revisionism’. It
is hardly incidental that Curran and Gurevitch’s new edition of Mass
Communication and Society (1991) is structured around a set of arguments
concerning the hypothetical ‘convergence’ (see also Schroder 1987; Jensen
and Rosengren 1990) of radical and mainstream traditions in media re-
search. In the context of that volume, the post-structuralist work of
scholars such as Ang and Hermes (1991) is implicitly recruited in support
of an argument which, to put it crudely, ultimately claims that Foucault’s
main significance was to demonstrate that liberal-pluralists were right (or,
at least, more right than the Marxists) all along about the ‘dispersion’ of
power. In my view, and despite the problems of post-structuralist tenden-
cies to regress towards a form of methodological individualism, to conflate
these traditions is in the end unhelpful.

Curran is, however, right to point to the ambivalence of the Foucauldian
legacy in recent media studies, in so far as the predominant (and rather
partial) reading of Foucault has promoted a decentring of media research
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in which, as Curran puts it ‘the role of the media is reduced to a succession
of reader—text encounters in the context of a society which is analytically
dissaggregated into a series of concrete instances . . . or in which power
external to discourse is wholly evacuated’ (Curran 1990: 140). As Curran
rightly observes, such a perspective (in which power is seen as being not so
much diffused as defused) is, in reality, not very different from that of the
American liberal-pluralist tradition. However, while Curran’s proclaimed
target is the rather broad (if undefined) one of the ‘new revisionism’, the
central focus of this critique seems to fall on a recent (and principally
American) inflection of cultural studies, heavily influenced by the work of
Fiske (cf. also Schudson 1987).

Towards a ‘semiotic democracy’?

While Fiske’s work has undoubtedly had the great value of introducing
cultural studies to a whole generation of (principally American) students,
Curran is correct, in my view, in pointing to the problems attendant on this
particular version of cultural studies (see Fiske, 1987b). Recent reception
studies which document audience autonomy and offer optimistic/redemp-
tive readings of mainstream media texts have principally been invoked not
simply as a challenge to a simple-minded effects model, but, rather, as in
themselves documenting the total absence of media influence in the semio-
tic democracy of postmodern pluralism. The implicit valorization of
audience pleasure in this work leads easily into a cultural relativism which,
as Curran notes, is readily incorporated into a populist neo-liberal rhetoric
which would abandon any concern with cultural values — or ‘quality’
television (see Brunsdon 1990b) — and functions to justify the positions of
the deregulators who would destroy any version of public service broad-
casting. As Seiter et al. state pithily, ‘in our concern for audiences’ plea-
sures . . . we run the risk of continually validating Hollywood’s domination
of the worldwide television market’ (Seiter et al. 1989a: 5), which certainly
would seem to be an odd destination for the trajectory of cultural studies
media work.

As Curran (1990: 148) observes, Fiske’s celebration of a ‘semiotic
democracy’ in which people drawn from a vast shifting range of subcultures
and groups construct their own meanings within an autonomous cultural
economy is problematic in various respects, but not least because it is
readily subsumable within a conservative ideology of sovereign consumer
pluralism. To argue thus is by no means to deny the force of many of
Fiske’s insightful formulations into the complexities of the making and re-
making of meanings in popular culture (cf. Seaman 1992 for a misunder-
standing of Fiske’s arguments). As I have argued elsewhere (Morley 1989),
alongside Fiske’s work, the work of Bennett and Woollacot (1987)
and of Browne (1984) has usefully alerted us to the interdiscursive
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nature of textual meaning and to the difficulty of ever isolating, in any
simple sense, a single text for analysis.

Grossberg has argued that ‘not only is every media event mediated by
other texts, but it’s almost impossible to know what constitutes the
bounded text which might be interpreted or which is actually consumed’
(Grossberg 1987: 33). This is because the text does not occupy a fixed
position, but is always mobilized, placed and articulated with other texts
in different ways. However, it can be objected that this new emphasis
upon intertextuality runs several risks, notably that contextual issues will
overwhelm and overdetermine texts and their specificity. The question
is whether, in following this route, we run the danger of arriving at a point
in which the text is simply dissolved into its readings.

Fiske has called for a re-theorization of the televisual text, which would
allow us to investigate its openness by mobilizing Barthes’s distinction
between ‘work’ and ‘text’. Barthes argued that the work is the physical
construct of signifiers, that it becomes a text only when read. The text, in
this formulation, is never a fixed or stable thing, but is continually being
recreated out of the work. Indeed, Fiske argues that ‘there is no such thing
as “the television audience” [cf. Hartley 1987} defined as an empirically
accessible object . . . we have now collapsed the distinction between “text”
and “audience” . . . There is no text, there is no audience, there are only
the processes of viewing’ (Fiske 1989: 56-7). None the less, curiously, in
his analysis of television quiz shows, Fiske ends up reasserting the centra-
lity of the text, explaining that he has found it necessary to make ‘no
empirical audience investigation’ of the reasons for the popularity of such
shows, because ‘my theory of popularity . . . is one that is best arrived at
by a study of the text itself’ (Fiske 1984: 5).

In his discussion of the ‘encoding/decoding’ model, Fiske suggests that
the ‘value of the theory lies . . . in its shift away from the text and towards
the reader as the site of meaning’ and argues that the principal value of
ethnographic methods of study is that they ‘enable us to account for
diversity’ (Fiske 1987a: 63). The problems here are (a) that this reading of
the encoding/decoding model omits its central stress on strategies of textual
closure (‘preferred readings’ etc.); and (b) that the object of ethnographic
study is in fact the discovery of regularities and patterns of behaviour,
decoding and response, as much as it is the revelation (or celebration) of
diversity. In this respect, I would agree with Ang that ethnography’s
critical edge does not only reside in ‘discovering and validating diversity
and difference . . . it can work more ambitiously towards an unravelling of
the intricate intersections of the diverse and the homogeneous’ (Ang
1990: 257).

Fiske tends to see the textual as the only site of closure, and to equate
the social (the site of decoding) exclusively with flux and diversity. Again
the problems are twofold. In the first instance, the social is also a site of
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closure - in so far as it is through social positioning that access to cultural
codes (which can be mobilized in decodings) is regulated (cf. Corner 1991).
In the second place, this attribution of negative (reactionary) values of
fixity to the text, and the corresponding positive valuation of flux and
diversity as the source of resistance (‘the people still are uncomfortable,
undisciplined, intransigent forces’) is itself problematic. Behind this formu-
lation lies a conceptual model which seems to be derived from a particular
libertarian reading of Barthes’s early essay ‘Myth today’ (Barthes 1972), in
which ideology is defined as the (bad) process of the fixing (and reification)
of (dominant) meanings, while (good) resistance is seen to lie essentially in
the unfixing and destablizing of meanings. Curiously, and despite their
obvious substantive differences, there are interesting parallels here with
the problem of psychoanalytic theories of spectatorship.

One central problem with what Gledhill (1988) describes as the cine-
psychoanalytic critique of the effects of the classical realist text - in
producing an ideological sense of fixed and stable identity for the spectator
— is that in its (usually implicit) celebration of flux and instability it naively
abandons our necessary concern with the positive dimensions of the pro-
duction of such identities. As Gledhill puts it:

social out-groups seeking to identify themselves against dominant
representations ... need clearly articulated, recognisable and
self-respecting self-images. To adopt a political position is of necessity
to assume, for the moment, a consistent and answerable identity.
The object of attack should not be identity as such, but its dominant
construction as total, non-contradictory and unchanging.

(Gledhill 1988: 72)

To argue thus is simply to recognize that the absence of a coherent sense
of identity (whether at the individual level, as in the case of mental illness,
or at the socio-cultural level, on the part of oppressed groups) is at least as
problematic, in political terms, as is the ideological ‘fixing’ of such identi-
ties by dominant cultural forms. Many years ago sociologists routinely (if
crudely) distinguished between social critics who could be described as
‘integration-fearers’ (clearly, the cine-psychoanalytic school are included
here) and those better described as ‘incoherence-fearers’ (cf. Mann 1970).
Any progressive cultural (or political) strategy must avoid the dangers of
the Charybdis of incoherence as much as those of the Scylla of reification.

To return to the difficulties of Fiske’s position, it is worth noting that
Fiske extends his argument towards the idea of a ‘readers liberation
movement’, involving a theory of audience reading which

asserts the reader’s right to make, out of the programme, the text that
connects the discourses of the programme with the discourses through
which he/she lives his/her social experience, and thus for programme,
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society and reading subject to come together in an active, creative living
of culture the moment of reading.
(Fiske 1986: 207-8)

While 1 sympathize with this concern with ‘readers’ rights’, I would
argue that the concept of ‘rights’ in this context is problematic, in so far as
it is perhaps less a question of the readers’ rights to make out of a
programme whatever meaning they wish (which presumably involves
a moral or philosophical discourse concerning rights in general) than a
question of power — for example, the presence or absence of the power or
cultural resources necessary in order to make certain types of meaning,
which is, ultimately, an empirical question (cf. Gripsrud 1989, for a
further critique of the dangers of any model of ‘reader’s liberation’ which
fails to deal with the social structuring of the distribution of cultural
competences).

In some of his recent writing, Fiske has turned to the work of de Certeau
(1984), and in particular de Certeau’s concept of the ‘tactics’ of the weak in
poaching symbolic and material advantage in the interstices of dominant
structures and institutions controlled by the strategies of the powerful.
While de Certeau’s work is evidently of great interest, the dangers of a
partial interpretation of that work, which over-stresses (if not romanti-
cizes) the element of popular resistance, have been clearly identified by,
among others, Frow (1991).

Evans (1990) rightly points to one other crucial development in what he
calls the ‘interpretivist’ tradition of audience research. Hall’s original
formulation of the encoding/decoding model contained, as one of its central
features, the concept of the preferred reading (towards which the text
attempts to direct its reader), while acknowledging the possibility of alterna-
tive, negotiated or oppositional readings. As Evans notes, this model has
subsequently been quite transformed to the point where it is often main-
tained that the majority of audience members routinely ‘modify or deflect’
any dominant ideology reflected in media content (cf. Fiske 1987a: 64).

Affirmative and ‘redemptive’ readings

Budd, Entman and Steinman (1990) argue that current audience research
now routinely assumes that ‘people habitually use the content of dominant
media against itself, to empower themselves’, so that, in their analysis, the
crucial ‘message’ of much contemporary American cultural studies media
work is an optimistic one: ‘Whatever the message encoded, decoding
comes to the rescue. Media domination is weak and ineffectual, since the
people make their own meanings and pleasures’; or, put another way, ‘we
don’t need to worry about people watching several hours of TV a day,
consuming its images, ads and values. People are already critical, active
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viewers and listeners, not cultural dopes manipulated by the media’ (ibid.,
170). While I would certainly not wish to return to any model of the
audience as ‘cultural dopes’, the point Budd et al. make is a serious one,
not least because, as they note, this ‘affirmative’ model does tend then to
justify the neglect of all questions concerning the economic, political and
ideological forces acting on the construction of texts (cf. Brunsdon 1989),
on the (unfounded) assumption that reception is, somehow, the only stage
of the communications process that matters in the end (cf. also Frith 1990).
Apart from anything else, and at the risk of being whimsical, one might say
that such an assumption does seem to be a curiously Christian one, in
which the sins of the industry (or the message) are somehow seen to be
redeemed in the ‘after-life’ of reception.

One crucial question concerns the significance that is subsequently given
to often quite particular, ethnographic accounts of moments of cultural
subversion in the process of media consumption or decoding. Thus, Budd
et al. note that, in his account of the ways in which Aboriginal Australian
children have been shown to reconstuct television narratives involving
Blacks in such a way as to fit with and bolster their own self-conceptions,
Fiske (1986) shows a worrying tendency to generalize radically from this
(very particular) instance, so that, in his account, this type of alternative
response, in quite particular circumstances, is decontextualized and then
offered as a model for ‘decoding’ in general, so that, as Budd et al. put it,
‘the part becomes the whole and the exception the rule’ (see also Schudson
1987, quoted below).

It is in matters of this kind that some of Curran’s (1976) earlier obser-
vations on the shortcomings of qualitative forms of media analysis are, in
my view, borne out, in so far as the rejection of all forms of quantification
(as a kind of methodological-ethical principle) precisely allow this kind of
unguarded and unwarranted generalization. In a similar vein, Schroder
argues:

one of the tasks ahead will consist in conceptualising a method which
makes it possible to incorporate and preserve qualitative data through a
process of quantification, enabling the researcher to discern the demo-
graphic patterning of viewing responses, for instance the proportions of
‘preferred’ or ‘aberrant’ responses within demographic groups and in
the general population.

(Schroder 1987: 27)

Along the way, Budd et al. raise a number of other problems about what
they characterize as the ‘affirmative trend in American cultural studies’ and
the burgeoning tendency to find (and celebrate) traces of ‘opposition’
everywhere. As they note, even if instances of such readings can be
identified, ‘we still need to ask what difference [do they] make to relations
of power? . . . Surely . . . watching television in itself can have an opposit-
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ional kick. But it does nothing outside itself (Budd, Entmann and
Steinman 1990: 176). In a similar vein, Jensen argues:

oppositional decodings are not in themselves a manifestation of political
power . . . the wider ramifications of opposition at the textual level
depend on the social and political uses to which opposition may be put,
in contexts beyond the relative privacy of media reception.

(Jensen n.d.: 3)

The further problem here is that identified by Evans, who notes that
‘intepretivists’ often make overblown claims that their perspective, in
itself, involves an empowering of the audience, a privileging of the reader
which is in fact quite illusory. As Evans puts it, such phrases seem to
suggest that a given scholarly approach can empower or privilege ‘the
people’ simply by dint of an analytic characterization, whereas in reality ‘as
scholars, our own desire to have current ideological systems resisted may
produce romanticised, even utopian visions of the people we study, enact-
ing our wishes’ (Evans 1990: 12). The point is well taken, and chimes with
Frow’s argument that we should beware of any tendency towards a kind of
populist ventriloquism, in which there is an unacknowledged ‘substitution
of the voice of a middle-class intellectual for that of the users of popular
culture’ (Frow 1991: 60), or in which the latter are invoked as bit-part
players, only to speak the script constructed and shaped (implicitly) by the
analyst. As Ang (1990) notes, in some versions of cultural studies, the
researcher is often presented as no longer a critical outsider but, rather, a
fellow-participant, a conscious fan, giving voice to and celebrating con-
sumer cultural democracy. The problem, as Ang goes on to argue, is that
while ‘audiences may be active, in myriad ways, in using and interpreting
media . . . it would be utterly out of perspective to cheerfully equate
“active” with “powerful”” (Ang 1990: 247).

The equivalence that Newcomb and Hirsch (1984: 69) assert between the
producer and the consumer of messages, in so far as the television viewer
‘matches the creator [of the programme] in the making of meanings’, is in
effect a facile one, and ignores de Certeau’s (1984) distinction (see above)
between the strategies of the powerful and the tactics of the weak (or. as
Silverstone and I have argued, elsewhere (Morley and Silverstone 1990)
the difference between having power over a text and having power over the
agenda within which that text is constructed and presented). The power of
viewers to reinterpret meanings is hardly equivalent to the discursive
power of centralized media institutions to construct the texts which the
viewer then interprets; to imagine otherwise is simply foolish.

While we should not fall back into any forum of simplistic textual
determinacy, none the less we must also avoid the naive presumption that
texts are completely open, like ‘an imaginary shopping mall in which
audience members could wander at will, selecting whatever suits them’
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(Murdock 1989b: 36). By analogy, as Murdock notes, commenting on his
research on the uses of home computers, most domestic users of such
machines are still confined to software whose range of options has been
designed by someone else:

People playing adventure games on a home computer, ordering goods
from a television shopping show, or responding to an electronic opinion
poll certainly have choices, but they are carefully managed. Once again
the crucial question to ask is not simply ‘What kinds of pleasures do
these technologies offer?’ but ‘Who has the power to control the terms
on which interaction takes place?’.

(Murdock et al. 1989: 234)

Identification, difference and the position of the analyst

The social identities of academic researchers and their (‘our’?) television-
viewing subjects, are not only different, but differently valued, and those
differences are in play both in the interviewing process and in subsequent
editing work that the researcher does in preparing the ‘data’ for presen-
tation. As Seiter notes, self-reflexively, of her own practice in writing up
an interview for publication, the researcher does extensive editing,
attributes feelings and intentions to their subjects and bolsters generaliza-
tions with the ‘authenticity’ of ‘the real empirical subject’ (Seiter 1990:
68-9).

If, as Fiske (1990: 91) notes, it is sometimes possible for the ethnogra-
pher to become part of the community of viewers or readers being
researched, and to participate in some of their cultural experiences, the
dangers of too easy an identification of researcher and researched yet
remain. If television audience research offers a particular fascination, in so
far as it seems to provide access to the ‘other’ (the working-class, the
female or Black audience, for example), it will not suffice to imagine
ourselves to be part of this other audience, or simply to identify with this
‘other’ and adopt the position of the enthusiastic fan, in so far as this
manoeuvre merely obscures the researcher’s dominant relation to their
subjects in terms of access to cultural capital (cf. Seiter 1990: 69; cf. also
Gripsrud 1989).

As Schudson puts it, ‘the fact that an anthropologist or literary critic
(who is trained for that task) can read an item of popular culture as
indexical or as a meta-commentary on cultural forms (pace Geertz and
Turner) does not mean that all participants in the culture (or the anthro-
pologist or critic at other times, in other roles) will necessarily read the
texts that way’ (Schudson 1987: 64). He goes on to argue that we should
resist the temptation inadvertently to romanticize the semiotic process
itself, and to analyse it outside the overall contexts of social relations of
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power. The case against this kind of formalist semiotics was made cogently
by Hall some years ago. He argued:

In so far as ideologies . . . function like a language they exhibit an
absolutely privileged ‘formal mode of appearance’, which it has been
semiology’s great contribution to specify. In so far as ideologies arise in
the mediate social practices, however, they cannot be structured by the
formal rules of their production alone, but by their position within a
social formation.

(Hall 1973b: 5)

A purely formal analysis of the codes which made signification possible is
not adequate. For, as Dreitzel argues,

studies of communicative behaviour should be open to the fact that rules
of interpretation are not invariant essences of the social life-world, but
are themselves subject to other social processes . . . [and] . . . the social
world is structured not only by language but also by the modes and
forces of material production and by the systems of domination.
(Dreitzel 1972: 16-17)

We cannot study language simply as a closed system, a technical instru-
ment of communication: it is inevitably situated in the whole field of socio-
political relations within which communication occurs. It was from this
perspective that Iain Chambers criticized Barthes and his more formalist
disciples:

by putting between brackets, or simply failing to acknowledge, the
material conditions of the practices they examine, and treating them and
society solely as a sign system, structuralism and semiotics have
remained caught in the very ideology they claim to have exposed
(Chambers 1974: 50)

He remarked then,

Codes, like ideas, do not drop from the skies, they arise within the
material practices of production. However, Barthes reduces that pro-
duction to a single moment in the process: the Text; and turns that
moment into a self-reflexive totality divorced from its material
existence.

(ibid., 52)

Popular audiences and cultural criticism

As Schudson notes, while ‘it is right to observe that audiences do not
absorb culture like sponges’, in so far as ‘the popular audience can be
attentive, reflective and constructive of culture . . . this is not to suppose
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that the popular audience is always critical or creative in its responses, any
more than élite audience are’ (Schudson 1987: 64), for these matters are
both variable and dependent on the social context in which the relevant
semiotic codes are operative. Moreover, it is perfectly possible that ‘very
critical and searching readers of fiction may let music wash right over them
at a concert . . . people who are discriminating consumers of theatre may
rely on “name brands” for dance’ (ibid., 64-5).

There is also the question of what bearing any of these observations
should have on ultimate questions of cultural value — and the conclusion
should not necessarily be a relativist one. As Schudson puts it, ‘the fact that
popular audiences respond actively to the materials of mass culture is
important to recognise and understand, but it is not a fact that should
encourage us to accept mass culture as it stands’. The fact that different sub-
groups in the population respond in different ways to common cultural
objects or have developed refined critical temperaments, with regard to
some local or provincial cultural form unrecognized by elites, is important
to understand and should lead us to recognize a wide variety of connois-
seurships and a plurality of educational forms that lead to them, ‘but this is

not . .. to admit all cultural forms equal, all interpretations valid, all
interpretative communities self-contained and beyond criticism’ (Schudson
1987: 66).

In this connection Modleski has also argued that we face a danger of
collusion between mass-culture critics and consumer society. Modleski’s
argument is that:

the insight that audiences are not completely manipulated, but may
appropriate mass cultural artefacts for their own purposes, has been
carried so far that it would seem that mass culture is no longer a problem
for some Marxist critics . . . . If the problem with some of the work of
the Frankfurt School was that its members were too far outside the
culture they examined, critics today seem to have the opposite problem:
immersed in their culture, half in love with their subject, they sometimes
seem unable to achieve the proper critical distance from it. As a result,
they may unwittingly wind up writing apologies for mass culture and
embracing its ideology.

(Modleski 1986: 11)

Modleski claims that the stress on the active role of the audience/consumer
has been carried too far. However, she is also concerned that the very
activity of studying audiences may somehow turn out to be a form of
collaboration with the (mass culture) industry. More fundamentally, she
quotes, with approval, Terry Eagleton’s comments to the effect that a
socialist criticism ‘is not primarily concerned with the consumer’s revolu-
tion. Its task is to take over the means of production’ (quoted in Modleski
1986: 12).
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It seems that, from Modleski’s point of view, empirical methods for the
study of audiences are assumed to be tainted, simply because many of them
have been (and are) used within the realms of commercial market research.
Moreover, in her use of the quotation from Eagleton, she finally has
recourse to a traditional mode of classical Marxist analysis, the weakness of
which is precisely its blindspot in relation to issues of consumption - and,
indeed, its tendency to prioritize the study of production to the exclusion of
the study of all other levels of the social formation. The problem is that
production is only brought to fruition in the spheres of circulation and
exchange; to that extent, the study of consumption is, I would argue,
essential to a full understanding of production (cf. Marx 1973).

Modleski’s reading of the Nationwide research is mainly concerned to
raise methodological questions that might ‘temper the optimism with which
Morley’s work is imbued’ (Modleski 1990: 38). The methodological ques-
tions she raises are discussed below (Chapter 8). My own concern here is
with the function of methodological critiques of empirical work in justifying,
by contrast, the worst forms of introspection and speculative criticism, in
which the analyst’s own reading of a given text is, without recourse to any
empirical investigation, simply projected on to the audience category which
he or she takes themselves to ‘represent’. My further interest lies in
determining whence Modleski derives the ‘optimism’ with which she sees
the Nationwide text as imbued. Not being, by nature, an optimist, I can only
assume that Modleski’s own predilections are so pessimistic as to regard the
kind of limited evidence of decoding variations adduced in the Nationwide
work as grounds for surprise; as if such empirical variations, in themselves,
represented evidence of anything more than the fact that the hegemonic
process is always, necessarily, insecure and incomplete. That the
Nationwide project offers counter-evidence to a very simple-minded domi-
nant ideology thesis I would readily agree; but if that makes me an optimist,
then I think Modleski and I must be dreading quite different things.

I would argue that the critical (or political) judgement which we might
wish to make on the popularity of any commercial product is a quite
different matter from the need to understand its popularity. The function-
ing of taste, and indeed of ideology, has to be understood as a process in
which the commercial world succeeds in producing objects, .programmes
(and consumer goods) which do connect with the lived desires of popular
audiences (cf. Miller 1988 and Fiske, passim). To fail to understand exactly
how this works is, in my own view, not only academically retrograde but
also politically suicidal. To argue thus is by no means necessarily to fall into
the trap identified by Williamson, among others, who warns against the
temptations of an uncritical celebration of popular culture, which operates
with ‘a crude sort of logic that runs . . . the people/the masses/ordinary
working class consumers . . . are “good” (i.e. not stupid); these people like
TV/fashionable clothes/consuming . .. etc. therefore those things are
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“good” (Williamson 1986: 15). As Williamson notes, it is one thing for
academics to make ‘redemptive’ readings of items of popular culture, from
their privileged position, in which they have access to a number of codes
and competences, at different levels of the established hierarchies of
cultural taste, but this is a poor basis for a generalized account of consump-
tion. Williamson’s argument, in effect, replicates that of Bernstein, who
claims that while the middle classes may have access to both elaborated
and restricted codes (in his terms), which they choose to operationalize in
different contexts, the working class only has access to the restricted code.
Williamson’s point, in a parallel sense, is that while the middle-class
analyst of popular culture is likely to have access to a variety of cultural
forms, ‘all this is very different for people for whom it [popular culture] is
their only culture’ (Williamson 1986: 14).

Certainly, I would agree with Murdock (1989b) that the celebration of
audience creativity and pleasure can all too easily collude with a system of
media power which actually excludes or marginalizes most alternative or
oppositional voices and perspectives. As Murdock argues, ‘because popu-
lar programmes . . . offer a variety of pleasures and can be interpreted in
different ways, it does not follow ... that attempts to maximise the
diversity of representations and cultural forms within the system are redun-
dant’ (Murdock 1989b: 229).

However, it remains necessary to analyse and to understand the plea-
sures that popular culture offers its consumers if we are to understand how
hegemony operates through the processes of commercial popular culture.
It is clearly inadequate to conceive the relationship between the hegemonic
and the popular in terms of mutual exteriority. As Martin-Barbero argues,
‘the hegemonic does not dominate us from without, but rather penetrates
us’ and the popular should not be identified with a corresponding form of
intrinsic or spontaneous resistance. Rather, the question is how to under-
stand the ‘texture of hegemony/subalternity, the interlacing of resistance
and submission, opposition and complicity’ (Martin-Barbero 1988: 462).
For me, it is in this context that Foucault’s (1980) strictures on the necessity
of understanding systems of power as being not so much imposed from
above as irrigated from below have their pertinence.

Polysemy and its limits

Anderson and Avery (1988: 362) argue that interpretative research is
‘distinguished by its move to empower the audience’, and Barkin and
Gurevitch (1987: 18) describe television as ‘an empty vessel that can be all
things to all people’. The problem is that these kind of interpretative
studies often improperly privilege audience activity, as Carragee puts it,
‘over both the production processes that structure media content and the
textual properties of that content . . . [failing] to place media audiences
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within their proper contexts’ (Carragee 1990: 84) and largely ignoring the
organizational and economic factors that influence media texts, reducing
them to autonomous signifying systems cut off from their origins in organi-
zational routines and procedures.

More generally, much of this work, given its (often unacknowledged)
roots in phenomenology and symbolic interactionism, can be argued to fail
to grasp the significance of the institutional forces which shape the subjecti-
vities, interpretative communities or values which are adduced as the
explanation of different individual (or collective) decodings, without
proper reference to the connections between these phenomena and their
own historical and structural determinations. In Bernstein’s terms, to
attend to these matters is to do no more than is necessary in order properly
to recognize the mediation of groups and classes and ‘the role of history
and the sedimentation of past experiences in shaping how an individual
constitutes his social world’ (Bernstein 1978: 16) — and thus how he or she
is likely to decode media material. Thus, one of the key problems with
Liebes and Katz’s much-cited study of Dallas (1991) concerns the way in
which they mobilize a rather uninterrogated concept of their respondents’
‘cultural values’ — implicitly derived from their membership of interpret-
ative (cultural) communities — as the explanation of the differential decod-
ings generated in their research. In this connection, as Barrington-Moore
argued,

cultural values do not descend from heaven to influence the course of
history. They are abstractions by an observer, based on the observation
of certain similarities in the way groups of people behave, either in
different situations, over time, or both. Even though one can often
make accurate predictions about the way groups and individuals will
behave over short periods of time, on the basis of such abstractions, as
such they do not explain the behaviour.

(Barrington-Moore 1967: 486)

As he observes, the claim to explain (viewing or any other form of)
behaviour by simple reference to the existence of different cultural values
is to short-circuit the analysis, unless we also offer an account of the social
origins of those ‘values’ themselves.

To transpose the argument to another context - that of the role of
cultural values or cultural codes in explaining the educational success or
failure of children from different social backgrounds - if we notice that
working-cass children have a set of negative predispositions towards the
school (Bernstein 1971; Rosen 1972; Keddie 1973; Willis 1978), such as
self-depreciation, devaluation of the school and its sanctions, a resigned
attitude to failure, and that if they are the carriers of certain cultural
traditions which make them hostile to the school and result in their virtual
self-elimination from the education system, then the further problem is to
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determine out of what past and present experience these cultural values
and traditions arise and maintain themselves.
Similarly, as Carragee notes, much recent audience work has

failed to place media texts and media audiences within meaningful
historical, social and cultural contexts, [and] while properly emphasising
the significance of understanding audience decodings of media mess-
ages, interpretative researchers have neglected the contexts and press-
ures that influence these intepretations. As a result, they fail to explore
troubling questions relating to political and social power . . . [problems
which] . . . include the failure to address media texts as products of
organisations, the scant attention devoted to the texts’ properties and
structure [and] the often unsupported characterisation of media texts as
‘ polysemic.

(Carragee 1990: 87)

In relation to the last point, as Carragee notes, at the very least this
‘polysemy’ must be demonstrated, rather than assumed, and its range, in
the case of different types and genres of texts, consumed in different
circumstances, needs to be much more clearly specified. Condit (1989)
suggests that the term ‘polyvalence’ (which she defines as occurring ‘when
audience members share understandings of the denotation of a text, but
disagree about the value of these denotations to such a degree that they
produce notably different interpretations’) may, on the whole, be more
useful and apt in accounting for variable decodings of a given message than
the more widely used concept of ‘polysemy’, in so far as, she argues, in
many cases, ‘it is not a multiplicity or instability of textual meanings, but
rather a difference in audience evaluations of shared denotations, that best
account for . . . viewers’ discrepant interpretations’ (Condit 1989: 106-7).
In this respect one of the key problems with Liebes and Katz’s (1991)
analysis of cultural variation in decodings of Dallas is their apparent
uncertainty as to whether it is the programme or its elements that are
‘polysemic’ (or perhaps ‘polyvalent’), and as to whether the ‘openness’ of
meaning they identify in their study is a characteristic of the programme, of
the story or of the audience’s responses (for a fuller analysis, see Morley
1991).

Evans (1990) rightly argues that ‘when we are presented with an example
of a “resistant” (or “oppositional”) reading, we must ask: what is being
resisted?’ — in so far as it is only against the backdrop of some conception of
a dominant ideology or set of meanings, however conceived, that any
notion of ‘resistance’ or ‘opposition’ makes sense. However, in many
analyses it is in fact quite unclear what an ‘oppositional reading’ actually
consists in. In his discussion of Fiske’s much-cited example of the readings
of Madonna made by teenage girls (Fiske 1987b), Evans raises an interest-
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ing point of logic, concerning the very definition of what constitutes an
oppositional reading. As he puts it,

without very careful contextualisation, any given reader’s variation from
other readers (or from what the analyst expects) cannot be labelled as
anything but variation. If a particular cultural group, say adolescents, is
typified by rebelliousness, then it would be sociologically inconsistent to
label a rebellious adolescent reading as oppositional; indeed, given this
contextualisation, it would be the non-rebellious response that would be
resistant.

(Evans 1990: 159)

To transpose the argument once more to a different context, an example
of the complexity of these matters is given by Bassett and Wiebe (1991),
who offer the example of a single-parent household, where the mother, a
committed feminist, was in the habit of watching Blind Date on television
with her adolescent daughters, and felt compelled to give a running
commentary on the patriarchal and sexist nature of the programme — much
to the chagrin of her daughters, who felt that their mother’s critical
commentary rather spoiled their enjoyment of the programme. Quite apart
from the evident psychic complexity of the dynamics of this situation, it is a
nice point as to what, in this instance, then constitutes the dominant
discourse, or the preferred reading, and what constitutes an oppositional
reading or moment of ‘resistance’, and to what.

Carragee is right to be anxious about the burgeoning tendency to
romanticize and sentimentalize media audiences as ‘semiological guerillas’,
consistently producing oppositional readings, without reference to the
various ways in which such readings always have to operate against the
delimiting forces of the ‘culture industry’. To conceive of audiences as
composed of ‘free-floating ahistorical actors . . . busily engaged in the
social construction of realities’ is indeed to ignore ‘the textual, historical
and material influences on audience interactions with the media’, because,
as Carragee notes, paraphrasing Marx, if media audiences are engaged in
the construction of meanings, ‘their constructions are set within and, in
part, determined by wider pressures and contexts’ (Carragee 1990: 92).

The politics of ethnographic research

In his comments on the work on the Household Uses of Information and
Communication Technology which Roger Silverstone and I were engaged
in at Brunel University (see Part V below), Corner (1991) identifies what
he sees as a major problem in the shift from the emphasis (see Part II
below, on the Nationwide study) on the interpretation of single media
texts, to the emphasis on the constitutive role of the contexts and settings
of media use. The problem, in Corner’s view, is the risk that any strong
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theory of context-dependency runs: ‘What do you include in context and
where does it stop?” (Corner 1991: 23). While I would entirely agree with
Corner’s stricture that ‘an understanding of the scale and subtlety of the
“life-worlds” within which acts of viewing are set must inform but cannot
replace attention to these’ (26) and indeed would agree with his criticism of
recent tendencies to fetishize the strengths of ethnographic research into
context, I would reject the polarity that Corner’s argument sets up between
this type of ethnographic work and the primary concern with media power,
which is the fulcrum of his own argument. For my part, I would argue that
this work is of value precisely in so far as it can inform our understanding of
media power as it operates in the micro-contexts of consumption — without
divorcing those issues from those of macro-structural processes. If micro-
studies alone suffer from the ‘So what?’ problem, if they just pile up an
endless set of ethnographic descriptions, then, equally, any theory of
hegemony which is not grounded in an adequate analysis of the process of
consumption will always tend to be so over-schematic as to be ultimately
of little use (cf. Chapter 13 below).

Carragee (1990), in parallel with Corner, criticizes some of the recent
work which has focused on the domestic consumption of mass-media
products, arguing that this focus on the domestic has often been rather
limited in scope and has largely failed to locate the family within any
broader social context. As he rightly notes, ‘notwithstanding Lull’s charac-
terisation of the family as a “private social unit” (Lull 1980: 199), families
are embedded in social and political environments that inform their inter-
action and link their members to broader collectivities’ (Carragee 1990:
89). It is precisely for this reason that I have attempted to frame the
analyses below of Family Television and of the Household Uses of
Information and Communication Technology within a broader framework
of the role of various media in articulating the private and public spheres,
which (hopefully) allows us to articulate these micro-analyses to broader
perspectives on macro-social issues of politics, power and culture.

It is in this context that we should heed Foucault’s injunction: ‘A whole
history remains to be written of spaces — which would at the same time be
the history of powers . . . from the great strategies of geopolitics to the
little tactics of the habitat’ (Foucault 1980: 149). I have, with Kevin
Robins, elsewhere (see Morley and Robins 1989, 1990 and 1992) begun an.
exploration of the issues at stake once we try to think of communications
processes within the terms of a postmodern geography (cf. Harvey 1989; -
Soja 1989; Massey 1991b) and once we begin to consider the role of
communications in the ongoing construction and reconstruction of social
spaces and social relations.

The central point, for my present purposes, concerns the fact that media
industries are implicated in these socio-spatial processes in significant and
distinctive ways. Thus, as Robins argues, ‘issues around the politics of




Introduction 41

communication converge with the politics of space and place: questions of
communication are also about the nature and scope of community’ (Robins
1989: 146). The further point is that such theoretical work as has begun to
take on board these questions has done so at a very abstracted level,
principally in the context of international geopolitics. However, the force
of Foucault’s remarks, quoted above, is, of course, to remind us that the
‘geographical imagination’ and its refocusing of the relation of communi-
cations and geography, needs to be applied, as he puts it, to the ‘little
tactics of the habitat’ (cf. Moores 1988) every bit as much as to the ‘great
strategies of geopolitics’. If one of the central functions of communications
systems is to articulate different spaces (the public and the private, the
national and the international) and, necessarily, in so doing to transgress
boundaries (whether the boundary around the domestic household, or that
around the nation) then our analytical framework must be capable of being
applied at both the micro- and the macro-level. Such is the ambition, if not
the achievement, of the perspectives offered in the essays that follow.



Part |

Theoretical frameworks




Chapter 1

Television audience research:
a critical history

It is not my purpose to provide an exhaustive account of mainstream
sociological research in mass communications. I do, however, offer a
resumé of the main trends and of the different emphases within that broad
research strategy, essentially for two reasons: first, because my own work
has been framed by a theoretical perspective which represents, at many
points, a different research paradigm from that which has dominated the
field to date; second, because there are points where this approach con-
nects with certain important ‘breaks’ in that previous body of work, or else
attempts to develop, in a different theoretical framework, lines of enquiry
which mainstream research opened up but did not follow through.
Mainstream research can be said to have been dominated by one basic
conceptual paradigm, constructed in response to the ‘pessimistic mass
society thesis’ elaborated by the Frankfurt School. That thesis reflected the
breakdown of modern German society into Fascism, a breakdown which
was attributed, in part, to the loosening of traditional ties and structures and
seen as leaving people atomized and exposed to external influences, espe-
cially to the pressure of the mass propaganda of powerful leaders, the most
effective agency of which was the mass media. This ‘pessimistic mass society
thesis’ stressed the conservative and reconciliatory role of ‘mass culture’ for
the audience. Mass culture suppressed ‘potentialities’ and denied awareness
of contradictions in a ‘one-dimensional world’; only art, in fictional and
dramatic form, could preserve the qualities of nogation and transccndence.
Implicit here was a ‘hypodermic’ model of the media, which were seen as
having the power to ‘inject’ a repressive ideology directly into the con-
sciousness of the masses. Katz and Lazarsfeld, writing of this thesis, noted:

The image of the mass communication process entertained by re-
searchers had been, firstly, one of ‘an atomistic mass’ of millions of
readers, listeners and movie-goers, prepared to receive the message;
and secondly . . . every Message [was conceived of] as a direct and
powerful stimulus to action which would elicit inmediate response.
(Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955: 16)
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The emigration of the leading members of the Frankfurt School
(Adorno, Marcuse, Horkheimer) to America during the 1930s led to the
development of a specifically ‘American’ school of research in the forties
and fifties. The Frankfurt School’s ‘pessimistic’ thesis, of the link between
‘mass society’ and Fascism, and the role of the media in cementing it,
proved unacceptable to American researchers. The ‘pessimistic’ thesis
proposed, they argued, too direct and unmediated an impact by the media
on their audiences; it took too far the thesis that all intermediary social
structures between leaders/media and the masses had broken down; it
didn’t accurately reflect the pluralistic nature of American society; it was —
to put it shortly - sociologically naive. Clearly, the media had social effects;
these must be examined, researched. But, equally clearly, these effects
were neither all-powerful, simple nor even direct. The nature of this
complexity and indirectness too had to be demonstrated and researched.
Thus, in reaction to the Frankfurt School’s predilection for critical social
theory and qualitative and philosophical analysis, the American re-
searchers developed what began as a quantitative and positivist method-
ology for empirical radio audience research into the ‘sociology of mass
persuasion’.

It must be noted that both the ‘optimistic’ and the ‘pessimistic’ para-
digms embodied a shared implicit theory of the dimensions of power
and influence through which the powerful (leaders and communicators)
were connected to the powerless (ordinary people, audiences). Broadly
speaking, operating within this paradigm, the different styles and
strategies of research may then be characterized as a series of oscil-
lations between two different, sometimes opposed, points in this chain
of communication and command: on the one hand, message-based
studies, which moved from an analysis of the content of messages to
their effects on audiences; and, on the other, audience-based studies,
which focused on the social characteristics, environment and, sub-
sequently, needs which audiences derived from, or brought to, the
message.

Many of the most characteristic developments within this paradigm have
consisted either of refinements in the way in which the message/effect link
has been conceptualized and studied, or of developments in the ways in
which the audience and its needs have been examined. Research foliowing
the first strategy (message/effects) has been, until recently, predominantly
behaviourist in general orientation: how the behaviour of audiences re-
flects the influences on them of the messages they receive. When a concern
with cognitive factors was introduced into the research, it modified without
replacing this behavioural orientation: messages could be seen to have
effects only if a change of mind was followed by a change in behaviour
(e.g. advertising campaigns leading to a change in commodity choices).
Research of the second type (audience-based) has been largely structural-




Television audience research 47

functional in orientation, focusing on the social characteristics of differ-
ent audiences, reflecting their different degrees of ‘openness’ to the mess-
ages they received. When a cognitive element was introduced here, it
modified without replacing this functional perspective: differences in
audience response were related to differences in individual needs and
‘uses’.

We will look in a moment at the diverse strategies through which this
basic conceptual paradigm was developed in mainstream research. It is not
until recently that a conceptual break with this paradigm has been mounted
in the research field, one which has attempted to grasp communication in
terms neither of societal functions nor of behavioural effects, but in terms
of social meanings. This latter work is described here as the ‘interpretative’
as against the more dominant ‘normative’ paradigm, and it does constitute
a significant break with the traditional mainstream approach. My own
approach shares more with the ‘interpretative’ than with the traditional
paradigm, but I wish to offer a critique, and to propose a departure from,
both the ‘normative’ and the ‘interpretative’ paradigm as currently
practised.

The ‘normative’ paradigm

Post-war American mass-communications research made a three-
dimensional critique of the pessimistic mass society thesis: refuting the
arguments that informal communication played only a minor role in
modern society, that the audience was a mass in the simple sense of an
aggregation of socially atomized individuals, and that it was possible to
equate directly content and effect.

In an early work which was conceptually highly sophisticated, Robert
Merton (1946) first advanced this challenge with his case study (Mass
Persuasion) of the Kate Smith war bond broadcasts in America. Though
this work was occasionally referred to in later programmatic reviews of the
field, the seminal leads it offered have never been fully followed through.
Merton argued that research had previously been concerned almost wholly
with the ‘content rather than the effects of propaganda’. Merton granted
that this work had delivered much that had been of use, in so far as it had
focused on the ‘appeals and rhetorical devices, the stereotypes and emotive
language which made up the propaganda material’. But the ‘actual pro-
cesses of persuasion’ had gone unexamined, and as a consequence the
‘effect’ of the materials studied had typically been assumed or inferred,
particularly by those who were concerned with the malevolent effect of
‘violent’ content. Merton challenged this exclusive reliance on inference
from content to predicted effects.

This early work of Merton is singular in several respects, not least for the
attempt it made to connect together the analysis of the message with the
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analysis of its effects. Social psychology had pointed to ‘trigger phrases
which suggest to us values we desire to realise’. But, Merton asked, ‘Which
trigger phrases prove persuasive and which do not? Further, which people
are persuaded and which are not? And what are the processes involved in
such persuasion and in resistance to persuasive arguments?’. To answer
these questions Merton correctly argued that we had to ‘analyse both the
content of propaganda and the responses of the audience. The analysis of
content . . . gives us clues to what might be effective in it. The analysis of
responses to it enables us to check those clues’. Merton thus retained the
notion that the message played a determining role for the character of the
responses that were recorded, but argued against the notion that this was
the only determination and that it connected to response in a simple cause-
and-effect relationship; indeed, he insisted that the message ‘cannot ade-
quately be interpreted if it is severed from the cultural context in which it
occurred’.

Merton’s criticisms did not lead to any widespread reforms in the way in
which messages were analysed as such. Instead, by a kind of reversal, it
opened the road to an almost exclusive preoccupation with receivers and
reception situations. The emphasis shifted to the consideration of small
groups and opinion leaders, an emphasis first developed in Merton’s own
work on ‘influentials’ and ‘reference groups’, and later by Katz and
Lazarsfeld. Like Merton, they rejected the notion that influence flowed
directly from the media to the individual; indeed, in Personal Influence
(1955) they developed the notions of a ‘two-step flow of communication’
and of the importance of ‘opinion leaders’ within the framework of impli-
cations raised by small-group research. From several studies in this area it
had become obvious, according to Katz and Lazarsfeld, that ‘the influence
of mass media are not only paralleled by the influence of people . . . [but
also] . . . refracted by the personal environment of the ultimate consumer’.

The ‘hypodermic model’ - of the straight, unmediated effect of the
message — was decisively rejected in the wake of this ‘rediscovery of the
primary group’ and its role in determining the individual’s response to
communication. In The People’s Choice (Lazarsfeld et al. 1944) it was
argued that there was little evidence of people changing their political
behaviour as a result of the influence of the media: the group was seen to
form a ‘protective screen’ around the individual. This was the background
against which Klapper (1960) summed up: ‘persuasive communications
function far more frequently as an agent of reinforcement than as an agent
of change . . . reinforcement, or at least constancy of opinion, is typically
found to be the dominant effect’.
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From ‘effects’ to ‘functions’ . . . and back again

The work outlined above, especially that of Merton, marks a watershed in
the field. I have discussed it in some detail because, though there have
been many subsequent initiatives in the field, they have largely neglected
the possible points of development which this early work touched on.

The intervening period is, in many ways, both more dismal and less
fruitful for our purposes. The analysis of content became more quantitat-
ive, in the effort to tailor the description of vast amounts of ‘message
material’ for the purposes of effects analysis. The dominant conception of
the message here was that of a simple ‘manifest’ message, conceived on the
model of the presidential or advertising campaign, and the analysis of its
content tended to be reduced, in Berelson’s (1952) memorable phrase, to
the ‘quantitative description of the manifest content of communication’.
The complexity of Merton’s Kate Smith study had altogether disappeared.
Similarly, the study of ‘effects’ was made both more quantitative and more
routine. In this climate Berelson and others predicted the end of the road
for mass-communications research.

A variety of new perspectives was suggested, but the more prominent
were based on the ‘social systems’ approach and its cousin, ‘functional
analysis’ (Riley and Riley, 1959), concerning themselves with the general
functions of the media for the society as a whole (see R. Wright’s (1960)
attempt to draw up a ‘functional inventory’). A different thread of the
functionalist approach was more concerned with the subjective motives
and interpretations of individual users. In this connection Katz (1959)
argued that the approach crucially assumed that ‘even the most potent of
mass media content cannot ordinarily influence an individual who has no
“use” for it in the social and psychological context in which he lives. The
“uses” approach assumes that people’s values, their interests . . . associ-
ations . . . social roles, are pre-potent, and that people selectively fashion
what they see and hear’. This strand of the research work, of course, re-
emerged in the work of the British ‘uses and gratifications’ approach, and
was hailed, after its long submergence, as the road forward for mass-
communications research.

These various functionalist approaches were promulgated as an alterna-
tive to the ‘effects’ orientation; none the less, a concern for effects
remained, not least among media critics and the general public. This
concern with the harmful effects or ‘dysfunctions’ of the media was devel-
oped in a spate of laboratory-based social-psychological studies which, in
fact, followed this functionalist interlude. This, rather than the attempt to
operationalize either of the competing functionalist models, was the
approach that dominated mass-media research in the 1960s: the attempt to
pin down, by way of stimulus-response, imitation and learning-theory
psychology approaches, applied under laboratory conditions, the small but
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quantifiable effects which had survived the optimistic critique.

Bandura (1961) and Berkowitz (1962) were among the foremost ex-
ponents of this style of research, with their focus on the message as a
simple, visual stimulus to imitation or ‘acting-out’, and their attention to
the consequences, in terms of violent behaviour and delinquency, of the
individual’s exposure to media portrayals of violence of ‘filmed aggressive
role models’. Halloran’s study of television and violence in this country
took its point of departure from this body of work.

During the mid- to late sixties research on the effects of television
portrayals of violence was revitalized and its focus altered, in the face of
the student rebellion and rioting by Blacks in the slum ghettoes of America
(see National Commission on Causes and Prevention of Violence: the
Surgeon-General’s Report). Many of the researchers and representatives of
the state who were involved in this work, in their concluding remarks
suggested that television was not a principal cause of violence but, rather, a
contributing factor. They acknowledged, as did the authors of the National
Commission Report, that ‘television, of course, operates in social settings
and its effects are undoubtedly mitigated by other social influences’. But
despite this gesture to mitigating or intervening social influences, the
conviction remained that a medium saturated with violence must have
some direct effects. The problem was that researchers operating within the
mainstream paradigm still could not form any decisive conclusions about
the impact of the media. The intense controversy following the
attempt of the Surgeon-General to quantify a ‘measurable effect’ of media
violence on the public indicated how controversial and inconclusive the
attempt to ‘prove’ direct behavioural effect remained.

The interpretative paradigm

In the same period, a revised sociological perspective was beginning to
make inroads on communications research. What had always been
assumed was a shared and stable system of values among all the members
of a society; this was precisely what the ‘interpretative’ paradigm put into
question, by its assertion that the meaning of a particular action could not
be taken for granted, but must be seen as problematic for the actors
involved. Interaction was thus conceptualized as a process of interpretation
and of ‘mutual typification’ by and of the actors involved in a given
situation.

The advances made with the advent of this paradigm were to be found in
its emphasis on the role of language and symbols, everyday communi-
cation, the interpretation of action, and an emphasis on the process of
‘making sense’ in interaction. However, the development of the interpret-
ative paradigm in its ethno-methodological form (which turned the
‘normative’ paradigm on its head) revealed its weaknesses. Whereas the
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normative approach had focused individual actions exclusively as the
reproduction of shared stable norms, the interpretative model, in its ethno-
methodological form, conceived each interaction as the ‘production’ anew
of reality. The problem here was often that although ethno-methodology
could shed an interesting light on micro-processes of interpersonal com-
munications, this was disconnected from any notion of institutional power
or of structural relations of class and politics.

Aspects of the interactionist perspective were later taken over by the
Centre for Mass Communications Research at Leicester University, and
the terms in which its director, James Halloran, discussed the social effects
of television gave some idea of its distance from the normative paradigm;
he spoke of the ‘trend away from . . . the emphasis on the viewer as tabula-
rasa. . . just waiting to soak up all that is beamed at him. Now we think in
terms of interaction or exchange between the medium and audience, and it
is recognised that the viewer approaches every viewing situation with a
complicated piece of filtering equipment’ (Halloran 1970a: 20).

This article also underlined the need to take account of ‘subjective
definitions of situations and events’, without going over fully to the ‘uses
and gratifications’ position. Halloran recast the problematic of the ‘effects
of television’ in terms of ‘pictures of the world, the definitions of the
situation and problems, the explanations, alternative remedies and sol-
utions which are made available to us’. The empirical work of the Leicester
Centre at this time marked an important shift in research from forms of
behavioural analysis to forms of cognitive analysis. Demonstrations and
Communications (Halloran 1970b) attempted to develop an analysis of ‘the
communication process as a whole’, studying ‘the production process,
presentation and media content as well as the reactions of the viewing and
reading public’. This latter aspect of the research was further developed by
Elliott in his study The Making of a Television Series (1972), especially the
notion of public communication as a circuit relaying messages from ‘the
society as source’ to ‘the society as audience’.

Uses, gratifications and meanings

The realization within mass-media research that one cannot approach the
problem of the ‘effects’ of the media on the audience as if contents
impinged directly on to passive minds, that people in fact assimilate, select
from and reject communications from the media, led to the development
of the ‘uses and gratifications’ model. Halloran advised us: ‘We must get
away from the habit of thinking in terms of what the media do to people
and substitute for it the idea of what people do with the media’. This
approach highlighted the important fact that different members of the
mass-media audience may use and interpret any particular programme in a
quite different way from how the communicator intended it, and in quite
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different ways from other members of the audience. Rightly, it stressed the
role of the audience in the construction of meaning.

However, this ‘uses and gratifications’ model suffers from fundamental
defects in at least two respects:

1 As Hall (1973a) argues, in terms of its overestimation of the ‘openness’
of the message, '

Polysemy must not be confused with pluralism. Connotative codes are
not equal among themselves. Any society/culture tends, with varying
degrees of closure, to impose its segmentations . . . its classifications
of the ... world upon its members. There remains a dominant
cultural order, though it is neither univocal or uncontested.

(Hall 1973a: 13)

While messages can sustain, potentially, more than one reading, and
. ‘there can be no law to ensure that the receiver will “take” the preferred
or dominant reading of an episode . . . in precisely the way in which it
has been encoded by the producer’ (ibid.) yet still the message is
‘structured in dominance’ by the preferred reading. The moment of
‘encoding’ thus exerts, from the production end, an ‘over-determining’
effect (though not a fully determined closure) on the succeeding mo-
ments in the communicative chain.
As Elliott rightly argues, one fundamental flaw in the ‘uses and
gratifications’ approach is that its implicit model of the communication
process fails to take into account the fact that television consumption is

more a matter of availability than of selection . . . [In this sense]
availability depends on familiarity . . . The audience has easier access
to familiar genres partly because they understand the language and
conventions and also because they already know the social meaning of
this type of output with some certainty.

(Elliott 1973: 21)

Similarly, Downing has pointed to the limitations of the assumption
(built into the ‘uses and gratifications’ perspective) of an unstructured
mass of ‘differential interpretations’ of media messages. As he points
out, while in principle a given ‘content’ may be interpreted by the
audience in a variety of ways,

In practice a very few of these views will be distributed throughout the
vast majority of the population, with the remainder to be found only
in a small minority. [For] given a set of cultural norms and values
which are very dominant in the society as a whole (say the general
undesirability of strikes) and given certain stereotypes (say that
workers and/or unions initiate strikes) only a very sustained and
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carefully argued and documented presentation of any given strike is
likely to challenge these values and norms.
(Downing 1974: 111)

2 The second limitation of the ‘uses and gratifications’ perspective lies in
its insufficiently sociological nature. Uses and gratifications is an essen-
tially psychologistic problematic, relying as it does on mental states,
needs and processes abstracted from the social situation of the indi-
viduals concerned — and in this sense the ‘modern’ uses and gratifications
approach is less ‘sociological’ than earlier attempts to apply this frame-
work in the USA. The earlier studies dealt with specific types of content
and specific audiences, whereas ‘modern’ uses and gratifications tend to
look for underlying structures of need and gratification of psychological
origin, without effectively situating these within any socio-historical
framework.

As Elliott argues, the ‘intra-individual’ processes with which uses and
gratifications research deals ‘can be generalised to aggregates of indi-
viduals, but they cannot be converted in any meaningful way into social
structure and process’ (Elliott 1973: 6), because the audience is still here
conceived of as an atomized mass of individuals (just as in the earlier
‘stimulus-response’ model) abstracted from the groups and subcultures
which provide a framework of meaning for their activities.

This is to argue for the essentially social nature of consciousness as it is
formed through language much in the way that Voloshinov does:

Signs emerge after all, only in the process of interaction between one
individual consciousness and another. And the individual conscious-
ness itself is filled with signs. Consciousness becomes consciousness
only once it has been filled with ideological (semiotic) content, conse-
quently only in the process of social interaction.

(quoted in Woolfson 1976: 168)

As Woolfson remarks of this, the sign is here seen as vehicle of social
communication, and as permeating the individual consciousness, so that
consciousness is seen as a socio-ideological fact. From this position
Woolfson argues that

speech utterances are entirely sociological in nature. The utterance is
always in some degree a response to something else. It is a product of
inter-relationship and its centre of gravity therefore lies outside the
individual speaker him/herself.

(ibid., 172)

Thus utterances are to be examined not as individual, idiosyncratic
expressions of a psychological kind, but as sociologically regulated, both
by the immediate social situation and by the surrounding socio-historical
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context; utterances form a ‘ceaseless stream of dialogic inter-change
[which is the] generative process of a given social collective’ (172).

What Woolfson argues here in relation to the need to redefine the
analysis of ‘individual’ speech utterances — as the analysis of the com-
municative utterances of ‘social individuals’ — I would argue in relation
to the analysis of individual viewing patterns and responses. We need to
break fundamentally with the uses and gratifications approach, its psy-
chologistic problematic and its emphasis on individual differences of
interpretation. Of course, there will always be individual, private read-
ings, but we need to investigate the extent to which these individual
readings are patterned into cultural structures and clusters. What is
needed here is an approach which links differential interpretations back
to the socio-economic structure of society, showing how members of
different groups and classes, sharing different ‘cultural codes’, will
interpret a given message differently, not just at the personal, idiosyn-
cratic level, but in a way systematically related to their socio-economic
position. In short we need to see how the different sub-cultural struc-
tures and formations within the audience, and the sharing of different
cultural codes and competences amongst different groups and classes,
determine the decoding of the message for different sections of the
audience.

Halloran has argued that the ‘real task for the mass communications
researcher is . . . to identify and map out the different sub-cultures and
ascertain the significance of the various sub-codes in selected areas
governed by specific broadcasting or cultural policies’. This is necessary,
Halloran argues, because we must see that ‘the TV message . . . is not so
much a message . . . [but] more like a message-vehicle containing sev-
eral messages which take on meanings in terms of available codes or
subcodes. We need to know the potential of each vehicle with regard to
all the relevant sub-cultures’ (Halloran 1975: 6). This is to propose a
model of the audience, not as an atomized mass of individuals, but as a
number of sub-cultural formations or groupings of ‘members’ who will,
as members of those groups, share a cultural orientation towards decod-
ing messages in particular ways. The audience must be conceived of as
composed of clusters of socially situated individual readers, whose indi-
vidual readings will be framed by shared cultural formations and prac-
tices pre-existent to the individual: shared ‘orientations’ which will in
turn be determined by factors derived from the objective position of the
individual reader in the class structure. These objective factors must be
seen as setting parameters to individual experience, although not ‘deter-
mining’ consciousness in a mechanistic way - people understand their
situation and react to it through the level of sub-cultures and meaning-
systems.
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This brings us, in the first instance, to the problem of the relationship
between social structure and ideology. The work of Bernstein (1971) and
others in the field of educational sociology is of obvious relevance here,
and some extrapolations on the possible significance of that work for media
audience research are made in Morley (1974). Rather than rehearse that
argument in detail I will attempt in the next section simply to outline the
notorious problem of the relation of classes and codes.

Classes, codes and correspondences

One of the most significant interventions in the debate about the problem
of ‘determination’, or the relation of class structure and ideology, has been
that made by Hirst (1976) and his associates. They have argued that the
attempt to specify this determination is doomed to incoherence, on the
grounds that either the determination must be total, in which case the
specificity of the ideological or the level of signifying practices is denied; or
alternatively that the proper recognition of this autonomy precludes the
specification of any such form of determination of the ideological. The
argument is, of course, premised on the rejection of the concept of ‘relative
autonomy’ derived from Althusser, and in particular on the rejection of the
use of that concept within the field of cultural studies (cf. Coward 1977).

Ellis (1977) takes up this point, following Hirst’s arguments. He denies
the sense of attempting to derive expectations as to ideological/political
practices from class position, and denies the validity of any model of ‘typical
positions’ (such as those embedded in the encoding/decoding model derived
from Parkin). He argues that this is illegitimate, since: ‘According to the
conjuncture, shopkeepers, for example, can be voting communist, believing
in collective endeavour’ (Ellis 1977: 58) So presumably, according to the
‘conjuncture’, shopkeepers can be decoding programmes in any number of
different frameworks/codes, in an unstructured way.

This ‘radical’ formulation of the autonomy of signifying/ideological prac-
tices seems inadequate in two respects. First, by denying the relevance of
cultural contexts in providing for individuals in different positions in the
social structure a differential range of options, the argument is reduced, by
default, to a concern with the (random) actions (voting, decoding) of
individuals abstracted from any socio-historical context except that of the
(unspecified) conjuncture. This return to methodological individualism
must be rejected if we are to retain any sense of the audience as a
structured complex of social collectivities of different kinds.

Second, and more importantly, the Ellis/Hirst approach simply seems to
throw out the baby with the bathwater. The argument against a mechan-
istic interpretation in which ‘it is assumed that the census of employment
category carries with it both political and ideological reflections’ is of
course, perfectly correct, precisely because this approach ‘eliminates the
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need for real exploration of ideological representations in their specificity
(Ellis 1977: 65) by assuming that members of category X hold beliefs of
type Y as a function of their economic situation.

However, there is no licence for moving from this position, as Ellis and
Hirst do, to an argument that therefore all attempts to specify determi-
_nation by class structure are misconceived. The argument here becomes
polarized into an either/or, both poles of which are absurd: either total
determination or total autonomy.

The problem is that shopkeepers do not act as Ellis hypothesizes. The
reason that bourgeois political science makes any kind of sense at all,
even to itself, is precisely because it is exploring a structured field in
which class determinations do, simply on a level of statistical probability,
produce correlations and patterns. Now, simply to count these patterns
may be a fairly banal exercise, but to deny their existence is ludicrous;
the patterns are precisely what are to be explored, in their relation to
class structures.

It is interesting to compare the Ellis/Hirst intervention with that
of Rosen (1972), who begins to provide precisely the kind of non-
mechanistic, non-economistic account of the determination of language by
class and the action of language on class formation that Ellis and Hirst
seem to consider impossible. Rosen attacks Basil Bernstein exactly for
providing a mechanistic, economistic analysis. The working class is, in
Bernstein’s work, an undifferentiated whole, defined simply by economic
position. Factors at the level of ideological and political practice which
‘distinguish the language of Liverpool dockers from that of . . . Coventry
car workers’ (Rosen 1972: 9) are ignored. However, Rosen precisely aims
to extend the terms of the analysis by inserting these factors as determi-
nate. He rejects the argument that linguistic code can be simply deter-
mined by ‘common occupational function’ and sees the need to
differentiate within and across class categories in terms of ideological
practice: ‘history, traditions, job experience, ethnic origins, residential
patterns, level of organisation’ (6).

Yet the central concern remains. The intervention is called Language
and Class and its force is produced directly by the attention paid (as against
Bernstein’s mechanistic/economistic account) to the levels of ideological,
discursive and political practice. These factors are here inserted with that
of class determination, and their extension into the field of decoding is long
overdue - but the relative autonomy of signifying practices does not mean
that decodings are not structured by class. How they are so structured —in
what combinations for different sections of the audience, the relation of
language, class and code - is ‘a question which must be ethnographically
investigated’ (Giglioli 1972: 10).

The question is really whether this is an irretrievably essentialist or
mechanistic problematic. I would argue that a charge of mechanism cannot
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be substantiated. Indeed, the formulation of structures, cultures and bio-
graphies (outlined in Critcher 1978) clearly evades the polarity of either
total determination or total autonomy, through the notion of structures
setting parameters, determining the availability of cultural options and
responses, not directly determining other levels and practices. This proble-
matic, then, clearly is concerned with some form of determination of
cultural competences, codes and decodings by the class structure, while
avoiding mechanistic notions.

The problem which the Nationwide audience project was designed to
explore was that of the extent to which decodings take place within the
limits of the preferred (or dominant) manner in which the message has
been initially encoded. However, the complementary aspect of this prob-
lem is that of the extent to which these interpretations or decodings are
inflected by other codes and discourses which different sections of the
audience inhabit. We are concerned here with the ways in which decoding
is determined by the socially governed distribution of cultural codes be-
tween and across different sections of the audience: that is, the range of
different decoding strategies and competences in the audience.

To raise this as a problem for research is already to argue that the
meaning produced by the encounter of text and subject cannot be ‘read off’
straight from textual characteristics; rather, ‘what has to be identified is the
use to which a particular text is put, its function within a particular
conjuncture, in particular institutional spaces, and in relation to particular
audiences’ (Neale 1977: 39—40). The text cannot be considered in isolation
from its historical conditions of production and consumption.

Thus the meaning of the text must be thought of in terms of which set of
discourses it encounters in any particular set of circumstances, and how this
encounter may restructure both the meaning of the text and the discourses
which it meets. The meaning of the text will be constructed differently
according to the discourses (knowledges, prejudices, resistances, etc.)
brought to bear on the text by the reader and the crucial factor in the
encounter of audience/subject and text will be the range of discourses at
the disposal of the audience. Here, of course, ‘individuals do have different
relations to sets of discourses in that their position in the social formation,
their positioning in the real, will determine which sets of discourses a given
subject is likely to encounter and in what ways it will do so’ (Willemen
1978: 66-7).

Clearly Willemen is here returning to the agenda a set of issues about the
relation between social position and discursive formation which were at the
core of the work in educational sociology generated by Bernstein’s inter-
vention, and developed in France by Bourdieu, Baudelot and Establet.
Moreover, Willemen’s work can be seen as a vital element in the develop-
ment of such a theory. As he argues, determination is not to be conceived
as a closed and final process:
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Having recognised the determining power of the real, it is equally
necessary to recognise that the real is never in its place, to borrow a
phrase from Lacan, in that it is always and only grasped as reality, that is
to say, through discourse . . . the real determines to a large extent the
encounter of/with discourses, while these encounters structure, produce
reality, and consequently in their turn affect the subject’s trajectory

through the real
(ibid., 67-8)

- or, as Neale would have it, ‘audiences are determined economically,
politically and ideologically’ (Neale 1977: 20; my emphasis).




Chapter 2

Psychoanalytic theories: texts, readers
and subjects’

One key perspective on the audience which has been developed in recent
years is the body of work, principally within film theory, based on psycho-
analytic theory concerned with the positioning of the subject by the text.

Despite the theoretical sophistication of much of this work, in offering a
more developed model of text/subject relations it has, until now, contribu-
ted little to the empirical study of the audience. This is for the simple
reason that those working in this tradition have, on the whole, been
content to deduce audience responses from the structure of the text. To
this extent, and despite the theoretical advances achieved by this work in
other respects, I would argue that the psychoanalytically based work has
ultimately mobilized what can be seen as another version of the hypoder-
mic theory of effects — in so far as it is, at least in its initial and fundamental
formulations, a universalist theory which attempts to account for the way
in which the subject is necessarily positioned by the text. The difficulty, in
terms of audience studies, is that this body of work, premised as it is on
universalist criteria, finds it difficult to provide the theoretical space within
which one can allow for, and then investigate, differential readings, in-
terpretations or responses on the part of the audience. This is so quite
simply because the theory, in effect, tries to explain any specific instance of
the text/reader relationship in terms of a universalist theory of the forma-
tion of subjects in general.

From within this perspective emphasis falls on the universal, primary,
psychoanalytic processes through which the subject is constituted. The text
is then understood as reproducing or replaying this primary positioning,
which is then the foundation of any particular reading. My argument would
be that in fact we need to question the assumption that all specific discur-
sive effects can be reduced to, and explained by, the functioning of a
single, universal set of psychic mechanisms — which is rather like a theory
of Platonic forms, which find their expression in any particular instance.
The key issue is that this form of psychoanalytic theory poses the problem
of the politics of the signifier (the struggle over ideology in language)
exclusively at the level of the subject, rather than at the intersection



60 Theoretical frameworks

between constituted subjects and specific discursive positions — i.e. at the
site of interpellation, where the discursive subject is recognized to be
operating in interdiscursive space.

In making this argument, 1 follow Hall’s critique of the Lacanian per-
spective. Hall argues that ‘without further work, further specification, the
mechanisms of the Oedipus complex in the discourse of Freud and Lacan
are universalist, trans-historical and therefore essentialist’ (Hall 1978: 11).
To that extent, Hall argues, these concepts, in their universalist forms,
cannot usefully be applied without further specification and elaboration to
the analysis of historically specific social formations.

This is to attempt to hold on to the distinction between the constitution
of the subject as a general (or mythical) moment and the moment when the
subject in general is interpellated by the discursive formation of specific
societies. That is to insist on the distinction between the formation of
subjects for language, and the recruitment of specific subjects to the subject
positions of discursive formations through the process of interpellation. It
is also to move away from the assumption that every specific reading is
already determined by the primary structure of subject positions and to
insist that these interpellations are not given and absolute but, rather, are
conditional and provisional, in so far as the struggle in ideology takes place
precisely through the articulation/disarticulation of interpellations.

One major problem with the influential theoretical position advanced by
Screen during the 1970s was that it operated with what Neale (1977) has
characterized as an ‘abstract text-subject relationship’. The subject is not
conceived as already constituted in other discursive formations and social
relations. Also, it is treated in relation to only one text at a time (or,
alternatively, all texts are assumed to function according to the rules of a
single ‘classic realist text’). This is then explicated by reference to the
universal, primary psychoanalytic processes (Oedipus complex, ‘mirror
phase’, castration complex and its resolution and so on), through which,
according to Lacan’s reading of Freud, ‘the subject’ is constituted. The text
is understood as reproducing or replaying this primary positioning, which is
the foundation of any reading.

Now, apart from the difficulty of trying to explain a specific instance of
the text/reader relationship in terms of a universalist theory of the forma-
tion of subjects-in-general, this proposition also serves to isolate the en-
counter of text and reader from all social and historical structures and from
other texts. To conceptualize the moment of reading/viewing in this way is
to ignore the constant intervention of other texts and discourses, which
also position the subject. At the moment of textual encounter other
discourses are always in play besides those of the particular text in focus —
discourses which depend on other discursive formations, brought into play
through the subject’s placing in other practices — cultural, educational,
institutional. And these other discourses will set some of the terms in which
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any particular text is engaged and evaluated. ‘Screen theory’ may be
assumed to justify its neglect of the interplay of other discourses on the
text/reader encounter by virtue of its assumption that all texts depend on
the same set of subject positions, constituted in the formation of the
subject, and therefore that they need be accorded no other distinctive
effectivity of their own. Here, however, 1 wish to put in question this
assumption that all specific discursive effects can be reduced to, and
explained by, the functioning of a single, universal set of psychic
mechanisms.

Pécheux has provided us with the useful and important concept of
interdiscourse. As explicated by Woods, he argues:

The constitution of subjects is always specific in respect of each subject
. and this can be conceived of in terms of a single, original (and
mythic) interpellation - the entry into language and the symbolic —
which constitutes a space wherein a complex of continually interpellated
subject forms interrelate, each subject form being a determinate forma-
tion of discursive processes. The discursive subject is therefore an
interdiscourse, the product of the effects of discursive practices travers-

ing the subject throughout its history.
(Woods 1977: 75)

Interdiscourse and interpellation

The important point about this formulation is the distinction it holds
between the constitution of the subject as a general (original and mythic?)
moment — constituting a space — and the (second) moment when the
subject-in-general is interpellated in the subject forms (the discursive
subject positions) which are provided by the existing complex of discourses
that make up the discursive formation (the interdiscourse) of specific social
formations. Pécheux therefore opens out what precisely ‘Screen theory’ is
at pains to close up - the space, the difference, between the formation of
subjects-for-language and the recruitment of specific subjects to the subject
positions of discursive formations through the process of interpellation.
Thus whereas ‘Screen theory’ poses the problem of the ‘politics of the
signifier’ (the struggle over ideology in language) exclusively at the level of
the subject, Pécheux locates it at the intersection between constituted
subjects and specific discursive positions — that is, at the site of interpella-
tion. This is a critical distinction.

In ‘Screen theory’ there can be no struggle at the site of the interface
between subject and text (discourse), since contradictory positions have
already been predetermined at the psychoanalytic level. Pécheux takes
over some part of this theory of the formation of the subject, without,
however, assuming that the struggle over meaning/interpretation in any
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subject/text encounter is already determined outside the conditions of
reading itself. To put this in Althusserian terms, whereas ‘Screen theory’
assumes every specific reading to be already determined by the primary
structure of subject positions, Pécheux treats the outcomes of a reading as
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