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ABSTRACT 

The present study addresses the problem of grounding a 

pragmatic co~cept of distorted communication in the context 

of the mass media. The first part of the study examines 

the formative theoretical grounding of the concept of 

distorted communication in the work of Jürgen Habermas. 

The concept of distorted communication is here s~en as 

designating a deformation of the consensual basis of inter-

subjecti ve understanding between speaking subjects engaged 

in ordinary language conununication. The second part of, the 

study examines a project which. aims to delineate the struc-

tural 'discontinuities of the mass communication process on 

the bas is of Habermas' concept of dis torted .communication. 

This project is seen as problematic in that the concept of 

distor~ed communication is grounded in representational 

rather tha~ communicational terms. It is suggested, finally, 

that a comprehensive grounding of the concept of distorted 

communication would need to be informed by a problematic of 

public rationality. 
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RÉsUMÉ 

La pr~sente ~tude trai te de la question de la transla-

tion du concept pragmatique de distorsion, du contexte de 

l' int~raction symbolique au domaine de la conununication 

de masse. La premiè!re partie de l'étude examine le fondement 

théorique formatif du concept de distorsion de la conununica-

tion tel que pr~senté dans les travaux de Jürgen Habermas. 

Le concept de distorsion signifie, dans le cas d'esptlce, 

l'al tération du fondement consensuel de la compréhension 

intersubjective entre sujets parlants engagés dans une commu-

nication de langage courant. La deuxiêrne partie port~ sur 

un projet visant a tracer le profil des discontinui t~s 

structurelles du processus de communication de masse en se 

fondant sur le concept de distorsion tel qu'articu1~ par 

Habennas. La problématique du projet r~side, en soi, dans 

le fait que le concept de distorsion est perçu plus en termes 

de représentation qu'en termes de cOInJhunication propre. 

C'est dire, ,en df!finitive, que le concept de distorsion de 
. 

la corranunication se doi t, dans son articulation 1 de tenir 

compte de la problêmatique de la rationalitê du public. 
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INTRODUCTION 

,The field of mass communication research has, throughout 

the past decade, been increasingly marked by interpretative 
.-

and cognitive approaches to the analysis of message produc-

tian and message reception. While these approaches have 

not, strictly speaking, consti tuted a new, unified "paradigm" 

" . t" h 1 th h th 1 1.n mass COImD.un~ca ~on researc, ey ave never e ess 

served to pinpoint one major deficiency in much tradi tional 

research, namely the abstraction of the mass communication 

process fram social structure and process in its hi-storicity. 

It has generally been axiomatic to these approaches that 

. meanings are socially produced, and that media messages are 

shaped both by the social-institutional contexts of their 

production and the social-institutional contexts of their 

reception. The mass communication process has, accordingly, 

come to be conceptualized not 50 much as a process of trans-

mission but as a pro cess of mediation between society as 

"source" and society as "receiver." 

The present study examines a project which has as its 

aim a delineation of the structural discontinuities intrinsic 

to the mass communication process understood as a process 

of mediation. This project is seen as addressing issues 

fundamental not only to the domain of "media studies, ft but 

to the the'oretical study of ~mmunicat.ions in general. 

1 
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A distinguishing feature of the project is the fact 

that it draws upon a pragmatic theory ofcormnunication, and 

specifically, upon a concept of distorted communication 

t , l t th' h f .' 2 par lCU ar 0 lS t eory 0 conununlca tl.on. The project 

is, under the aegis of the'pr~sent study, examined for its 

instrumental value towards an elucidation of the problem 

of grounding .a pragmatic concept of distorted communication 

in the context of the mass media. Thi:s problem is in turn 

seen as tied ta the question, fundamental ta the theorét~~< 
study of co~unications, of whether a pragmatic concept of 

distorted communication can be grounded in terms of the 

repre~entational problematic advanced by the project. 

The present study i8 conducted in two parts: part one 

examines the formative 'grounding of the concept of distorted 

communication in the work of Jürgen Habermas; part two 

examines the attempted grounding, by Stuart Hall, of this 

concept of distorted communication in the context Of the 

mass communication process. This grounding is critically 
; 

assesseg, and the case for a more adequate grounding of 

the concept of distorted communication is advanced. 

The first part of the study commences wi th an exposi
\ 

tion, in summary form, of Habermas· metatheoretical analysis 

of the ~onstitutive cbnnection between knowledge and 
< )- ~ 

interest. . This analysis assumes a ptogrammatic statua 

wi thin the work of Habermas in that i t propounds, on the . 

• 
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one hand, to clarify ,the epi"stemologic11 foundations of a 

"cri tical theory of society," and on the ether hand, to 

ground the case for a comprehensive concept of reason. 

Habermas' metatheoretical case for a comprehensive concept 

of reason informs, in turn, his communications-theoretical 

project of establishing the fundamental norInS of rational 

speech communica tion. It is in the con text of this project 

that the concept of distorted cOlTIInunication receives its 

definitive grounding. 

Habermas,' ~rounding of the concept of distorted commu

nication is examined in teons of the two consecutive stages 

of its development. The first stage takes the form of an 

analysis of the structural model developed by Freud in the 

conte.xt of the metapsychology. This structural model is 

ascertained by Habemas as drawing upon an implici t theory 

of "systeIr.atically distorted communication, ,,3 on~ which can 
, 

only be validated on the basis of a theory ot co~unicati:ve 

competence capabl e of deliriea ting the fundamen tal norms of 

rational speech. It i5 the task of Habermas' "universal- , 

,pragmatit analysis n to delineate these norInS, and to validate 

the theoretical status of the concept of distorted communica

tion. It is at this latter srage of its grounding that the 

concept of distorted communication comes to be' explicitly 
., 
seen as' designating a deformation of the consensual basis 

of intersubjective understanding between speaking subjects 

enqaged in ordinary language commun.ication. 

, , , 
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The second part of this study addresses the problem of 

grounding Habermas' concept of distorted communication in 

the context of the rnass media. 

This part of the study commences wi th an e.xamination 

of Stuart Hall's project of grounding a representational 

concept of distorted communication. Hall's delineation of 

~ representational model of differential decoding is sub

sequentlyexarnined, for,this model presupposes the grounding 
~ 

of a representationàl concept of distorted communication. 

Th~ pertinence of this model for the ernpirical analysis of 

differential decoding practices is, in turn, problematized 

on the basis of an exarnination of a study carried out by 

David Morley. Finally, a problernatic of public rationality 

is advanced, for it is'.suggested that a comprehensive 

grounding of the concept of distorted communication pre-

supposes a systernatic delineation of this problematic. 
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FOONOTES - INTRODUCTION 

IThese approaches cannot be considered as adhering to 
a single "parad.:i,.gm" due to the diversity of .methods and 
theories used. For example, studies which have analyzed 
mass ,communication in cognitive terms, as an "agenda
setting" process whereby'issues are defined and delimited, 
have not, by definition, been in a position to analyze 
micro-processes of "making sense" characteristic of ethno
methodological studies. Similarly, ethuomethodological' 
research has not been in a position to analyze broadscale 
processes of "media-mediation" as in the case of research 
coming out of the British Cultural Studies tradition. 

2This concept of distorted communication distinguishes 
o itself from concepts of distorted communication generally 
advanced in the domain of "media studies" in tha t i t is a 
theoretical construct developed, not in the context of 
mass communication, but in the context of symbolic interac
tion. It is, in short, distinct both from the concept of 
"distortion-as-bias," and from the concept of "distortion
as-information 10ss," concepts which have~ been generic to 
studies of the media. 

3The term "systernatically distorted communication Il 
will, throughout the present study, be used interchangeably 
with the teon r'distorted communi"cation. n 
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THE CONTEXT OF THE CRITICAL 

THE ORY OF JURGEN HABERMAS 

1.1 Knowledge and Interests: A Summary of Jtlrgen Habermas' 

Metatheoretical Case for a Comprehensive Concept 

of Reason 

A salien t prerogative in the work of the so-callea 

Frankfurt School of critical theory during the nineteen 

thirties and forties was a sustained cri tique 'Of a fOrIn of 

reason termed instrwnental reasop. 'l'his "critique of in-

strumental reason Il sought to address the modem historical , 
process of the growing in terde"pèndency between science and 

technology and the consequent expansion of the productive 

forces of society- through t~e' institutiooalization of scientific

technological progresse The institutionalization of 

scientific-technological progress was understood by the 

Frankfurt Scpool scholars as having had the effect of 

legitimating the particular validity claims of instrumental 

6 
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reason, at the expense of other possible rnodali ties of 
" 

reason. Instrumental reason, as a forro of reason oriented 

toward the co-ordination of rneans with pre-established 

ends via criteria of efficiency and econorny was, according 

to the Frankfurt scholars, inherently incapable of producing 

reasoned value judgrnents about the rationali ty of ends 

themselves. They maintained that this obfuscation of the 

rationality pertaining to ends could only be overcome if the 

sociohistorical and philosophical groundings of instrumental 

rea son were s ub j ected to ri gorous cri tique. 

The recent work of Jürgen Habermas has sought to in-
, 

corporate the early Frankfurt School 's argument for the 

validity of a horizon of reason that is not reducible to 

the technocratie horizon of instrumental reason into a 

tr~atise about the constitutive connection between know-

ledge and interests. However, in eontradistinction to the 

early Frankfurt School, Habermas advances the case, not 

for a critique of instrumental reason per ~, but for the 

theorization of a comprehensive concept of reason of which 

the latter is only a limi ted, albei t irreducible dimension. 
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Habermas' case for a comprehensive concept of reason 

is grounded in a theory of knowledge which seeks to establish 

the constitutive connection between knowledge and interest, 

that is to say, a theory of knowledge capable of accorn-

modating the different interests which knoVlledge can serve. 

His foundational thesis is that empirical reality is always 

apprehended through specifie view points, or cognitive frames 
"' 

of referencei "facts" about the world are, accordingly, not 

so much given as they are constituted via specifie cognitive 

frames of reference. Modes of inquiry which systematically 

deny the constitution of facts are seen by Habermas as 

necessarily adhering to an "objectivist illusion", an illusion 

which fosters a notion of the world as a universe of facts 
\ 

essentially independent of the knower, whose purpose 'it' is 

to describe these facts as they are in themselves. 

In the specifie case of scientific inquiry, these frames 

of reference take the form of qeneralized cognitive strategies 
-

or "interests." These interests are not in any sense reducible 

ta particular interests ~hich rnay preclude the objectivity of 

the sciences. Rather, "the conditions of;possibility of the 

very objectivity that (the sciences] seek to preserve include 
• 

. l 
fundamental cognitive ~nterestsf" 

These cognitive interests are of significance 
neither for the psychology nor for the socio
logy of knowledge, nor for the critique of 
ideology in any narrower sense: for they are 
invariant.... [They are not] influences on 

l 
1 , < 
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cognition that have to b~ eliminated for 
the sake of the objectivity of knowledge; 
rather they thernselves determine the aspect 
under which reality can be objectified and 
thus made accessible to experience in the 
first place. They are, for aIl subjects 
capable of speech and action, the necessary 
conditions of the possibility of experience 
that can claim to be objective.2 

Habermas establishes three specifie viewpoints from which 

reality can be apprehended, namely thé interest in tech-

nical control (characteristic of instrumental reason), the 

practical interest in mutual understanding in the conduct 

of life, and the interest toward emancipation from seeming-

ly "natural" constraint. This thematization of cognitive 

interests allows Habermas to classify processes of inquiry 

in terms of their respective groundings in the forementioned 

interest-structures. He terms ernpirical-analytic sciences 

those sciences which aim at producing nomologiçal knowledge, 

that is to say, knowledge about law-like regularities in 

the empirical world. These sciences adhere to the tech

nical interesé in the prediction and control of objectified 

and objectifiable processes. He tenns historical-hermeneuti'c 

sciences thQSe sciences which harber the practical in-
-' 

terest in the interpretation of symbolic configurations as 

weIl as in their rnediation by cultural tradition. Finally, 

he terms critically oriented sciences those sciences which 

adhere to the emancipatory interest in uncovering institu

tionalized power relations in society as manifestations of 

distorted comm~ication. These manifestations of distorted 
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communication are moreover only anaIyticaIly d~scern~ble if 

posited in relation to the (at least) hypothetical possibility 

of "an organization of social relations according to the 

principle that the validity of every norm of political con~ 

sequence be made dependent on a consensus arrived at in com

munication free from domination. ,,3 

Empirical-analytic sciences Habermas understands as 

being rooted in a behavioural system of instrumental action, 

that is to say, a mode of action governed by technfcal rules 

which are based on empirical knowledge and which imply pre

dictions about observable events.
4 

This mode of action in 

turn manifests itself as a cumulative learning process, 

according to Habermas. Scientific inquiry of the ernpirical-

analytic kind is the particular case in point where this 

learning process attains its most systematized and reflected 

form. Habermas substantiates this latter case as follows: 

1) It [the process of inquiryJ isolates the 
learning process fram the life process. 
Therefore the performance of operations is 
reduced to selective feedback controis. 2) 
It guarantees precision and intersubjective 
reliability. Therefore action assumes the 
abstract form of experiment mediated by 
measurement procedvres. 3) It systematizes 
the progression of knowledge. 'l1lerefore as 
many universal,assumptions as possible are 
integrated into theoretica~ connections that 
are as simple as possible. 

These conditions are at once also the ~thodological im

peratives which sustain the technical interest of empirical

analytic inquiry and which guide a research process which 
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has as its aim the production of technically utilizable 
. 

information. Such imperatives imply, mareover,that certain 

fundamental carnrnitments are constitutive of this type of 

scientific jnquiry (i.e. commitments to the testability of 

hypotheses and the predictive accuracy of laws and theories) 

~ven though particular commitments may change over time, 
\ 

If such [fundamental] commitments are 
constitutive for scientific inquiry, it is 
clear that the prognostic and technical 
virtues of the information it praduces are 
not merely an accidentaI consequence. The 
very nature of the procedures for construct
ing and testing scientific theories ensures 
that successful theories wil~ have predict-
ive and technical potential. , 

In contradistinction to empirical-analytic inquiry, 

the case of histarical-hermeneutic inquiry points to a fundam-, 
enta~ly different logic of inquiry as a consequence of the 

interest structure specifie to it. Habermas distinguishes 

its methodologieal framework from that of empirical-analytic 

inquiry in the following way: 

the meaning of the validity of propositions 
is not eonstituted in the frame of reference 
of technical control. The levels of form
alized language and objectified experience 
have not yet been divorced. For theories 
are not constructed deductively and exper
ience is not organized with regard to the 
success of operations. Access to the facts 
is provided by the understanding of meaning, 
not observation. The verification of law
like hypotheses in the empirical-analytic 
sciences has its counte~art here in ~;'e 
interpretation of texts. 

Haber.mas contends, however, that the distinction between 

these two modes of inquiry cannot 501ely he established 
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via reflection upon the "transcendental" status of their 

respective logics of inquiry. Rather, this distinction 

, must also he grounded in an anthropology of knowledge which 

is capable of conferring an "empirical" status to the 

specifie interests underlying these modes of inquiry. 

Habermas' case for the empirical status of the respective 

cognitive interests rests on the global hypothesis that the 

historical reproduction of the sociocultural f~rm of life 

is mediated by the historically invariant d~mensions of 

work (instrumental action in the broad sense) and syrnbolic 

interaction (communicative action). 8 In other words, "only 
~ 

on the basis of a distinction between work according to 

technical rules and interaction according to valid norms 

can we reconstruct the development of the human species as 

a historical process of technological and - interdependently -

institutional and cultural development. ,,9 Moreover, as both 

work and symbolic interaction are tied to different forms 

of reason (technical and practical reason, respectively), 

the social evolutionary process is likewise tied to different 

foz:msaf rationalization with different practical consequences. 

For Habermas, rationality in the dimension of social 

interaction is tied to the deep-seated sociocultural im

perative of securing an intersubjectivity of<'mutual under-

standing amongst societal individuals in the medium of' 

ordinary language communication. It is this imperative 

which grounds the practical cognitive interest of the 

.. 
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cultural (historica1-hermeneutic) sc~ences and which dis-

tinguishes this form of rationa1ity from that of the em-

pirica1-analytic sciences: 

The rationa1ity of discourse about the 
appropriateness of conventions or the meaning 
of concepts is not the rationa1ity of opera
tions on objectified processeSi it involves 
the interpretation of intentions and meanings, 
goals, values, and rea'sons. Thus the object
ive knowledge produced by empirica1-analytic 
inquiry is not possible without knowledge in 
~ form of intersubjÉiètive understanding .10 

Since the intersubjectivity of rnutual understanding 

between speaking sÙbjects is rooted in a structure of 

symbo1ic interaction (communicative action), hermeneutic 

inquiry draws upon three classes of "life expressions", 

namely 1i~guistic expressions, actions, and non-verbal ex

perientiai expressions (gestures, intonations, etc.). 

These classes of expressions mutually interpret one another 

in a reciprocal fashion anè are thus thorough1y inte~rated 

into the context of symbo1i~ interaction, 

This singular integration of language and 
practice makes comprehensible the function 
of understanding in the conduct of 1ife. 
A breakdown in communication threatens the 
'action-orienting self-understanding' of 
individua~s and groups, as we11 as reciprocal 
understanding between individuals and groups. 
The communication flow can be reestablished 
only by successfully interpreting those life 
expressions that cannot he understood and 
that block the reciprocity of behavioural 
expectations. 11 

Habermas notes that the central prob1ematic of hermeneutic 

inquiry issues from the "self-reflexivity" of ordinary 

• 

" 
" 
" 
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language, that is to say, from its ability to interpret 

itself. Ordinary language can, in other words, "incorporate 

into i ts own dimension even the non-verbal life expre'ssions 

through which it itself is interpreted .••• It can inter

pret itself linguistically through the detour of sub-

sti tuted non-verbal forms. ,,12 The central task of her-

meneutics is thereforè the analysis of this self-interpreta-

tian. 

The examples of both empirical-analytic and historical-

hermeneutic inquiry are however seen by Habermas to pro-

vide only partial accounts of the constitutive connection 

between knowledge and human interests. It is only by way 

uf establishing the emancipatory interest underlying critical 

reflective inquiry that this constitutive connection can be 

adequately grasped in terms of a unit y between reason and 

the interested ernployment of reason, a unit y that cannat 

be ascertained on the basis of the technical and practical 

interests alone. 

In contradistinction to the technical .and practical 

interests, the emancipatory interest does not issue, ~ 

priori, from the invariant framewark (constituted through 

the interdependent processes of work and interaction) of 

the historical reproduction of the sociocultural forro of 

life. It occupies, rather, a derivative status with re

spect to these invariant objectifications of reality: 
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Compared with the technical and practic 1 
interests in knowledge, which are both 
grounded in deeply rooted (invariant) 
structures of action and experience,t 
is,in the constituent elements of soci 
systems, the emanci ato interest in k 
ledge has a er1vat1ve status. It gu 
the connection between theoretical kn 
ledge and an "object domain" of pract 
life which corneS into existence as a 

w
cal 
esult 

of systematically distorted communie tion 
he 
onding 
also 

and thinly legitimated repression~ 
type of action and experience corres 
to ~his.objeçt demain is, therefore, 
der1vat1ve. 13 

This irnplies, according to Habermas, that e emancipatory 
c 

interest can "only develop to the degree t which repres-

sive force, in the forro of the normative exercise of power, 

presents itself perrnanently 1n structures of distorted 

communication - that is, to the extent that domination is 

. t· . l' d" 14 1ns 1tut10na 1ze . 

The methodological framework of a critically oriented 

mode of inguiry grounded in the emancipatory interest is 

established through the concept of self-reflection. That is 

to say, the methodical forro of self-reflection determines the 

meaning of the validity of theoretical propositions in cri tic-

ally oriented inguiry. Self-reflection, once tied to the 

emancipatory interest of knowledge ensures, rnoreover, that 

the dogmatism, bath of a 'world view and of a habituaI forro 

of life is .overcome; it is through self-reflection that the 

inquiring subject apprehends a dogmatic attitude while pro-

ceeding, by way of de termina te negation, to a more reflected 
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attitude which incorporates a drive toward liberation from 

(what Habermas terms) a "dependence on hypostasized powers." 

For Habermas, the seminal connection between self~ 

reflection and emancipation from dependence on hypostasized 

powers (paradigmatic of critically oriented inquiry) neces-

sarily confers upon reason a degree of autonomy that cannot, 

strictly speaking, be inferred on the basis of the technical 

and practical interests alone, 

The dependence of the natural and cultural 
sciences on technical and practical interests, 
their embeddedness in objective structures 
of human life, might seem to imply the 
heteronomy of knowleçge. It might seem that 
reason, in itself disinterested, is thereby 
placed in the service of interests that 
are themselves irrational, interests linked 

.to the self-preservation of the species. 15 

This autonomy of reason is Subst~tiated'?n the grounds 

that if the emancipatory interest underlying critical re-

flective inquiry is tied neither to the exigencies of a 

world view nor of a forro of life, then the cognitive pro-

cess can itself be said to coincide with the self-formative 

process - "knowing and acting are fused in a' single act. ,,16 

The criterion of the autonomy of reason points, in other 

words, to an interest of reason that is constitutive of 

knowledge as such, one that can only be ascertained on 

the basis of a clarification of the category of critical 

reflective inquiry: 

( 
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Given materialist presuppositions, the 
interest of reason ... can no longer be con
ceived as an autarchic self-explication 
of reason. The proposition that interest 
inheres in reason has an adequate me~ning 
only within idealism, that is only as long 
as we are convinced that reason can become 
transparent to itself by providing its own 
foundation. But if we comprehend the cog
nitive capacity and critical power of reason 
as deriving from the self-constitution of 
the human species under contingent natural 
7onditionî~ then it is reason that inheres in 
~nterest. 

The case of the emancipatory interest of knowledge) shows, 

according to Habermas, that reason inheres in the two 

"lower" interests as weIl (these interests are also "know-

ledge - constitutive"). It would, in short, be an error 

"to regard knowledge guided by the interests in technical 

control or mutual ilinJerstanding as if an autonomous reason, 

free of presuppositions, through which reality was first 

grasped theoretically, were only subsequently taken into 

the service of interests alien to it." However, it would 

equally be an error to regard reason as merely tied to the 

exigencies of self-preservation. The theorization of the 

constitutive connection between knowledge and interest sup-

ports, rather, the view that the cognitive interests "de-
f-

rive both from nature and from the cultural break with 

nature": 18 

The cognitive processes to which social life 
is indissolubly linked function not only as 
means to the reproduction of life; for in 
equal measure they themselves de te rmine· the 
definitions of this liie. vlhat may appear 
as naked survi val i6 always in i ts roots a 

I----------~------------------------------~~----
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historical phenomenon. For it 1s subject 
~o the criterion of what a society intends 

for itself as the good life. 19 . , 

~ Definitions of the good life ar~, in other words, aiways 

ernbedded in a specifie cultural and historical context. 

These contextually embedd~d definitions equally inform the 

manner in which the technological and institutional infra-

structures of society develop at a given point in time, even 

though the cognitive interests themselves rernain invariant 

over time. 

l 
1 
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1.2 The Psychoanalytic Decoding of Systematically Distorted 

Conununica"Gion 

The concept of systernatically ,distorted communication 

refers, in the work of Jürgen Habermas, to the defo~tion 

of intersubjective understanding between speaking s~jects' 

. t engaged in ordinary language co~unication. Habermas' pro

grammatic use of the concept ~:ystematical1y distorted 

conununication as path0109i~î'~~~unication issues from 

his interpretation of Freud's metapsycho1ogy, and specific-

ally, from his interpretation of the analytical procedure , 

developed by Freud in order to arrive at a form of under-

standing called "scenic understanding." Scenic understand-

ing denotes, in Freud' s metapsychology, the successful 

deciphering of incomprehensible acts and utterances. This 

forro of understanding is generated through a dialogue 

situation between analyst and analysand. 

Freud posi ts the analytical procedure for attaining 

'scenic understanding as a structural model which in turn 

serves as the categorical frame of his metapsych'ology. For 

Habermas, this structural mode1 can be ascertained as 
, , 

conforming to the essential requirements of a theory of 

deviant communicative competence, that is to say, of' a theory 

of systematically distorted communication . 
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Habermas' interpretation of the Freudian analy~ical 

procedure focuses u~on the fact that this procedure is 

based both upon herrneneutic understanding of the kind de

veloped in the framework of historÜ:al-hermeneutic inquiry 

and causal explanation of the kind developed in the fràIlle-

work of empirical-analytic inquiry. The methodology of the 

analytical procedure is, in other words, dependent upon 

psychoanalysis being bath a form of linguistic analysis 

(i.e. a procedure of hermeneutic translation) as weIl as a 

forro of causal - historical analysis (i.e. it establishes 

a causal connection between an 'original scene' and a later, 

'symptomatic scene'). 

Habermas' examination of psychoanalysis as a for.m of 

linguistic analysis is based upon three criteria for de-

fining the scope of specifie incornprehensible ac:ts and 

utterances, these latter being understood as manifestations 

of systematically distorted communication. On the level of 

language" "distorted communication becomes noticeable be

cause of the use of rules which deviate from the recog

nized system of linguistic rules" 20 (Freud analyzed the 

particular cases of condensation, displacement, ungram-

maticalness, and the use of words wi th opposite meaning). 

On the behavioural level, distorted communication manifests 

itself as rigidity and compulsory repetition. Finally, 

as concerns the overall context of -distorted communication, 

there exis..ts a discrepancy between the two levels of conunu-

nication: 
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the usual congruency between linguistic 
symbols, actions, and accompanying gestures 
has disintegrated.... No matter on which 
level of communication the symptoms appear, 
whether in linguistic expression, in be
havioural compulsion, or in the realm of 
gestures, one always finds on isolated con
tent therein which has been excornmun!cated 
from the public language-performance. This 
content expresses an intention which 15 in
comprehensible according to the rule5 of 
public communication, and which as such has 
become priva te, although in such a way that 
it remains :i,.naccessible even to the author to 
whom it must, nevertheless, be ascribed. 21 

Habermas refers to the work of Alfred Lorenzer as a 

case in point where the analytical procedure i6 examined 

from the standpoint of psychoanalysis as analysis of 

language: for Lorenzer, the aim of analytical interpreta-

tien is to explain incomprehensible meanings of symptomatic 

manifestations. These ~ncom~rehensible meanings are linked 

by analogy ta so-called • symptomatic scenes' (Freud). 

Symptomatic manifestations are understood as being "part 

of a de formed language-game in which the pa tien t; 'acts 1 : 

that is, he plays an incomprehensible scene by violating 

role-expectations in a strikingly stereotyped manner. The 

analyst tries to make the syrnptomatic scene understandable 

by associating it with analogous scenes in the situation 

of transference. The latter holds the key to the coded 

relation between the ~y'mptomatic scene, which the adul t 

plays outside the doctor' s office, and an original scene 

experienced in early childhood ... 22 Transference here re-

fers to the process whereby the analysand comes to attribute 
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to the analyst the role of the conflict-defined prirnary 

reference person. The analyst in turn interprets the trans-

ference situation as a transposition of an original scene 

onto the scene of the therapeutic encounter. 1 Scenic un-

derstanoong' is thus based on the presupposition that "the 

patient behaves in the same way in his symptornatic scenes 

as he does in certain transference situations .•. (it) aims 

at the reconstruction, confirrned by the patient in an act 

of self-reflection, of the original scene. ,,23 

The transposition, on the part of the analysand, of an 

original scene onto a symptomatic scene involves a desymbol-

ization of the meaning of the prirnary reference person and 

a subsequent res:lT!lbolization of this meaning in the context 

of a substi tute reference person. However, this resymboliza-

tion occurs in such a way that the original symbolic content 

becomes privatized, thus no longer conforrning ta the rules 

of public communication. The privatization of the original 

symbolic content in turn manifests itself as a symptorn in 

the context of the transference situation. The aim of 
-

scenic understanding is therefore to establish "meaning 

equivalences between the e1ements of three patterns - the 

everyday scene, the transference scene, and the original 

scene - and (to solve) the specifie incomprehensibility 

of the symptomi thus it assists in aChieving resymboliza-

tion, that is, the re-entry of isolated symbolic contents 

. 001' ., .. 24 
~nto p ~c commun1cat~on. 
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The case of scenic understanding points, according to 

Habermas, to a fundamental diff'erence vis-!-vis ordinary 

hermeneutic understanding of incomprehensible utterances. 

He accords this difference to the type of explanatory power 

which characterizes the former. In scenic understanding, 

The.What, the semantic content of a 
systematically distorted manifestation, 
cannot be 'understood' if it is not 

, possible at the sarne time to 'explain' 
the Why, the origin of the symptomatic 
scene with reference to the initial 
circumstances which led to the' systematic 
distortion itself. However, understanding 
can only assume an explanatory function, in 
the strict meaning of the word, if the 
semantic analysis does not depend solely on 
the trained application of the communicative 
competence of a native speaker, as is the 
case with simple semantic analysis, but is 
instead guided by theoretical propositions. 25 

These theoretical propositions can be elicited from three 

standpoints, according to Habermas. First, "the ~sycho-

analyst has a pre conception of the structure of non-dis

torted ordinary cornmunication"i 26 second, "he attributes 

the systematic distortion of communication to the confusion 

of two developmentally following phases of prelinguistic 

" and linguistic symbol-organization" i 27 and third, "to ex-

plain the origin of the defoJ:llBtion he employs a theory of de-

viant socialization which includes the connection between 

patterns of interaction in early childhood and the forma

tio~ of personality structures. n28 

The fi~st set of theoretical propositions addresses 

the structural conditions which must necessarily obtain 

- - --- - ----- ------~------------
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in normal communication. These are summarily stated as 

follows: 

a) In the case of a non-deformed language -
game there is a congruency on aIl three 
levels of communication. Linguistic expres
sions, expressions represented .in actions, and 
those embodied in gestures do not contradict 
one another, but rather supplement one another 
by meta-communication. Intended contradictions 
which have some informational content, are 
normal in thi,s sense. Furthermore, ordinary 
communication implies that a particular portion 
of extraverbal meanings must be convertible 
into verbal communication. 

b) Normal communication conforms to inter
subjectively recognized rules; it is public. 
The communicated meanings are identical to aIl 
members of the language-community. Verbal 
utterances are constructed according to the· 
valid system of grammatical rules and are con
ventionally applied to specifie situations. 
For extraverbal expressions, which are not 
grammatically organized, there is likewise a 
lexicon which varies socioculturally within 
certain limi ts. 

c) In the case of normal speech the speake r~ 
are aware of the categorical difference œ-::: 
tween subject and objecte They differentiate 
between outer and inner speech and separate 
the private from the public world. The dif
ferentiation between being and appearances de
pends, moreover, on the distinction between 
the language-sign, its significative content 
(significatum), and the abject which the 
symbol denotes (referent, denotatum). Only 
on this basis i5 it possible to apply situa
tionally non-dependant language symbols (de
contextualization). The speaking subject 
will master the distinction between reality 
and appearance ta the same extent as speech 
attains a distinct reali ty for him, distinct, 
that is, from the denoted objects and their 
meanings as weIl as from private experiences. 

d) In normal communication, an intersubject
ivity of mutual understanding, guaranteeing 
ego-identity, develops and is maintained in 
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the relation between individuals who acknow
ledge one another. On the one hand, the ' 
analytic use of language allows the identifica
tion of objects (thus the categorization of 
particular items, the subordination of elements 
under classes, and the inclusion of sets). On 
the other hand, the reflexive use of language 
assures a relationship between the speaking sub
ject and the language conununity which cannot 
be sufficiently presented by the analytic opera
tions mentioned. For a world on the level of 
which subjects maintain mutual existence and 
understanding, solely by virtue of their ordinary 
communication, intersubjectivity is not a univer
saI according te ,which the individuals ceuld he 
classified in the same way as elements are sub
ordinated te their classes. 

e) Finally, n~rmal speech is distinguished by 
the fact thai:' the sense of substance and 
causality, of space and time, is differentiated 
according to whether these categories are applied 
ta the abjects within a world or to the linguis
tically constituted world itself, which allows 
for the mutuali ty of speaking subjects... In 
the first case the categories serve as a system 
of coordinates for. observation controlled by 
the success of instrumental action; in the 
latter case the categories serve as a frame of 
reference for the experience of social space 
and histcrical time from a subjective point of 
view.29 ' 

The second set of propositions addresses the distinc-

tion between two genetically successive phases of human 

symbol-organization. 

Habermas identifies two genetically successive phases 

of human symbol-organization, namely the archaic symbol

organization called the palaeosymbolic, and ordinary speech. 

The distinguishing feature of palaeosymbols is their lack 

of adherence to the grammatical rules underlying ordinary 

speech; they are not discrete, digitally coded units 
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subject to grrummatical transformations. They forro, rather, 

the "prelinguistic basis for the intersubjectivity of 

mutual existence and shared action, (even though) they do 

not allow public communication in the strict sense of the 

word. ,,30 That is to say, private meaning-associations still 

prevail over intersubjectively established meanings. 

Habermas clarifies the status of thi's archaic phase of 

symbol-organization as follows: 

The privatism of pre-linguistic symbol
organization ..• originates in the fact that 
the usual distance between sender and ad
dressee, as weIl as the differentiation 00-
tween symbolic signs, semantic content, and 
items of reference has not yet been developed. 
The distinction between reality and appear
ance, between the public and the private 
sphere cannot yet he clearly differentiated 
with the help of palaeosymbols (aduali.m) ••.. 
Finally, prelinguistic symbol-organization 
does not allow an analytically satisfying 31 
categorization of the objects experienced. 

For Habermas, the analytical procedure for decoding 

systematically distorted comnrunication supports the theore-

tical construct of the two genetical1y successive phases 

of human symbol-organization. This is the case because 

'scenic understanding' attempts to decipher incomprehensible 

utterances by adopting either one of two possible inter-

preti ve frames: these utterances are seen ei ther as evidence 

of forced regression back to a prelinguistic level of symbol

organization (the palaeosymbolic) or as evidence of the 

break through of this level into language. The analytical 

procedure of scenie understandinq functions, in other words, 
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as language analysis insofar as it allows the proper re-
1 

integration of privatized symbolic contents into the public 

realm of everyday language ~ 
\ 

The first case (i.e. regression to the palaeosymbolic 
\ 

level) is rendered identifiable to the analyst when the 

analysand resorts to the defense mechanism of inhibi tion : 

(S)he proceeds to resist plausible interpretations made by 

the analyste It is through this ferm of self-censorship 

that "the representation of the prohibited object is excom-

municated from public communication and banished to' ~the 
" 

archaic level of palaeosymbols. ,,32 

The second case (i.e. the breakthrough of the pal:aeo

symbolic ~nto language) becomes identifiable through the 
'complimentary' defense mechanism of projection and denial: 

. 
While in the case of inhibition the language
game is deformed by the symptoms formed in 
place of the excommunicated symbols, the dis
tortion in the case of this dèfense mechanism 
results directly from the uncontrolled penetra
tion of palaeosymbolic derivatives into 
language. In this case the therapeutic type 
of language analysis does not aim at re-trans
for.ming the desymbolized content into linguistic
ally articulated meaning, but aims rather at a 
consciously achieved excommunication of the in
ter.mingled prelinguistic elements. 33 

Both of these cases point, in summary, to the under-

lying rationale of psychoanalysis-as-language analysis, 

namely to isolate the two symbolic levels ~d hence to 

dispose of the symptomatic manifestations. 'Unlike simple 

hermeneutic understanding or ordinary semantic analysis, 

------~-
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moreover, scenic understanding is not tied to the constraints 

of a given language system, but issues from the very struc

ture of symbolic interaction. 

The preceding theoretical propositions substantiate, 

according to Habermas, the interpretation of the structural 

model which Freud introduced as the categorical frame of 

metapsychology as a theory of deviant communicative com-

petence. The specifie constructions of this model-the 

'ego', the 'id' and the 'superego' - are seen to "interpret 

the analyst's experiences in his encountering the resistance 

of his patients. n34 The 'ego' functions in the manner of 

reality-testing and censorship. The 'id' refers to those 

aspects of the self that are detached from the ego and which 

are actualized through repression and projection, as in 

the case of desymbalization. Finally, the 'superego' 

arises out of unconscious identifications with the expect-

ations of prLmary reference persans. AlI of these three 

constructions reflect, Habermas maintains, fundamental ex-

perience~ characteristic of systernatically distorted com-

rnunication. That is to say, "The dimensions established 

by id and superego for the personality structure correspond 

to the dimensions' of deformation of the intersubjectivity 

of mutual understanding in informaI communication ... 35 

Habermas summarizes the theoretical framework for 

the analysis of systematically distorted communication from 

the standpoint of its logic of explanation: 
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this example of the semantic analysis of 
specifie incomprehensible manifestations is 
of interest because, in a unique way, it 
affords simultaneous hermeneutic under
standing and causal explanation. The analyst's 
understanding owes i ts explanatory power ... 
to the fact that the clarification of a 
systematically inaccessible meaning succeeds 
Only to the extent to which the origin of the 
faul ty or mi'sleading meaning is explained. 
The reconstruction of the original scene makes 
both possible at the same time: the reconstruc
tion leads to an understanding of the meaning 
of a deformed language-galTte and simultaneously 
explains the origin of the deformation itself. 36 

He points out, however, that the e~~lanatory logic of this 

type of analysis can only be validated through recourse to 

a theory of communicative competence; the theoretical frame-

work for the analysis of systematically distorted communica-

tion presupposes, in other words, a theory of communicative 

competence. 

1.3 Universal - Pragmatic Foundations of a Theory of 

Communicative COmpetence 

1.3.1 Introductory Remarks 

Jfirgen Habermas' project of establishing univer

sal-pragmatic foundations for a theory of communicative com-

petence is grounded on the need to subs,tantiate the meta

theoretical case for an expanded concept of reason in tetms 

of a theory of communication. This theory of communication 

addzesses the "pretheoretical" knowledge of speaking subjects 

engaged in the intersubjectivity of ordinary language com-

municationi it claims to he empirical without, nevertheless, 

-
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being reducible to the canons of ernpirical-analytic in

quiry . 

The aim of Habermas' "universal-pragmatic" mode of 

analysis is to establish the fundamental norrns of rational 

speech. Its central guiding hypothesis is that any com

munication that is oriented toward reaching intersubjective 

understanding inextricably involves the reciprocal raising 

and recognition of so-called nuniversal validity claims". 

Moreover, it is only by virtue of the raising and recogni

tion of these background validity claims that subjects en

gaged in ordinary language communication are able to arrive 

at a rationally motivated consensus. 

Habermas' uni versal-pragmatic mode of analysis bases 

itself on a methodological orientation termed "rational re

construction. " He understands "rational reconstruction" 

as designating any theo~etical undertaking which has as 

its aim the systernatic reconstruction of irnplicit, "pre

theoretical" knowledge. In the context of universal-prag

matie analysis, this pretheoretical knowledge refers to the 

practically mastered, intui tive "know-how" of speaking sub

jects who engage in the intersubjectivity'of ordinary 

language communication. This "know-how" on the part of 

speaking subjects is rationally reconstructed as a rule 

system which enables speakers to suecessfully employ 

sentences in utterances: 
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[Universal pragmatics] thematizes the e1e
mentary units of speech (utterances) in the 
same attitude as linguistics does the ele
mentary units of language (sentences). The 

1 aim of reconstructi ve linguistic analysis 
i5 the explici t description of the rules 
that a competent speaker must master in 
order to for.m grammatical sentences and to 
utter them in an acceptable way ... The assump
tion is that communicative competence has just 
as universal a core as linguistic competence. 
A general theory of speech acts would thus des
cribe exactly that system of rules that adul t 
speakers master insofar as they can satisfy 
the conditions for a happy employment of 
sentences in utterances - no matter to which 
particular language the sentences belong and 
in which accidentaI contexts the utterances 
are embedded. 37 ' 

The str.ategy of rational reconstruction can thus be seen to 

posit a different relation between theoretical knowledge 

and the empirical object domain than that posi ted by the 

strategy of empirical-analytic inquiry. That is to say, 

while the latter usually proceeds to refute and replace 

pretheoretical knowledge wi th provisionally correct theore-

tical knowledge, the former relies on a posteriori theore-

tical knowledge which renders pretheoretical knowledge it-

self expliciJ=; it can, in short, be seen to make the 

"essentiaIist" claim that "If [rational reconstructions] 

are true they must correspond to precisely those rules 

that are operative in the object domain, i.e. that actual

ly determine the production of surface structures. 38 

" " , 
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l.3.2 The Consensual Basis of S~eech: The Supposition 

of Universal Validity Clalms 

Habermas conceives the first stage of universal-prag-

matic &nalysis as a reconstruction of the normative basis 

of speech as a system of "uni versaI validi ty claims·. Il It 

is only through such a reconstruction, he maintains, that 

"the universal conditions of possible understanding,,39 can 

be analytically discerned. 

T~e reconstruction of the normative basis of speech 

draws upon three key distinctions vis à vis the "relations 

to reality" which become manifest when a grammatical 

sentence is uttered in a particular context. Specifically, 

a sentence will bear a relation ta external reality ("the" 

,..,orlà of abjects and events), inner reality (the speaker'~ 

private world of intentional experiences) and the nor.mative 
Q • 

reality of society ("our" social world of shared norms, 

values and roles). Tnese three dimensions ("the" world, 

one's "own" world, and "our" shared world) dictate the 

general pragrnatic surface structure of speech acts. An 

analysis of communicative competence would thus (Habermas 

contends) have to account for a given speaker's abilitYi 

" '. - to select propositional content in such 
a way that he represents ... an experience 
of fact (so that the hearer can share the 
knowledge of ·the speaker); 

- ta express his intentions in such a way 
that the linguistic expression accurately 
renders what is meant (50 that the hearer 
can trust the speaker); and 

- ta carry out a speech act in such a way tha t 
it satisfies recognized norms or accepted 
self-images (so that the hearer can agree 
wi th the speaker in these values). 40 
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These respective abilities on the part of the speaker can 

in turn be understood as giving rise to a set of distinct 

"validity claims", claims that any competent speaker must 

at least implicitly raise ~n order for utterances to be 

intersubjecti vely grounded. These "universal validi ty 

claims" can be sununarily outlined as follows: a given 

utterance must, first of aIl, lay claim to being cOmpre

hensible~.e. linguistically well-formed), it must also 
, 

lay claim to being true, it must communicate that the, ex-,.. --
pression of intentions is truthful, and that the utterance 

itself is appropriate for a recognized normative contexte 

Habermas formulates the argument for the positing of 

universal validi ty claims thus: 

The speaker has to select a comprehensible 
expression in order that the speaker and 
hearer can understand one anotheri' the 
speaker has to have the intention of com
municating a true propositional content in 
order that the hearer can shàre the know
ledge of the speaker; the speaker has to 
want ta express his intentions truthfully 
in arder that the heare r can believe in the 
speaker's utterance (can trust him); finally, 
the speaker has to select an utterance that 
is right in the light of e:xisting nonns and 
values in arder that the hearer can accept 
the utterance, 50 that both speaker and hearer 
can agree with one another in the utterance 
concerning a recognized normative background. 41 

Habermas views these validity claims as being class

itiable in tenns bf the different relations to reality 

with which they are imbued. These relations ta reality 

may in turn be conceptualized from the standpoint of the . 
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pragmatic functions of speech, namely the representative, 
; 

the expressive, and the interactive speech functions. 

The truth claim can be seen to refer to the conditions 

for rnaking staternents about "the 11 W'orld; i t therefore 

adheres to the representative f~ction. The competence 

'to use language representativel~{ presupposes, moreover, an 

attendant ability" to make a 'distinction fundarnental to the 

èefinition of any speech situation: the distinction between 

a public world (Sein: being, that which really is) and a 

private world (Schein: illusion, that which rnerely seems 

o to be). ,,42 

The claim to truthfulness (veracity) adheres, on the 

other hand, to the function of expressing the intentional 

experiences of one' s "own" world, that is, of transparently 

representing one's own subjectivity. The competence to 

use language expressively presupposes, in turn, "the ability 

to rnake a second distinction that is fundamental to the 

definition of any speech situation: the distinction between 

the individuated self (Wesen: essence) and the various 

utterances, expressions and actions in which it appears 
," 43 

(Erscheinung: appearance). " 

Finally, the claim to appropriateness (rightness) ad-

heres ta the funct~an of establishing the interpersonal 

relations that constitute "our" shared world, one based on 

the reciprocity of mutual expectations. The competence to 

use language interactively presupposes. in this case, n the 
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ability ta mark a third distinction fundamental to the de-

finition of any speech situation: the distinction between 

whan is (Sein) and what ought to be (Sollen). ,,44 
. 

For Habermas, it is the third function of speech (i.e. 

of establishing interpersonal relations) which must neces-

sarily become the point of focus in a more extended analysis 

of the consensual basis of speech acts. That is to say, 

the clarification of this speech function is se en to provide 

the requisite analytical foundations for establishing ~-

municative action (action that is oriented toward reaching 

intersubjective understanding) as a fundamental construct 

which would necessarily inform a general theory of social 

action (if such were to be developed). The mode of com-

municative action would, in short, he the fundamental, a 

priori mode of social action from whicn aIl other modes of 

social action would ultimately he derived. 

1.3.3 The Consensual Basis of Speech: The Case of 

Communicat~ve Action 

For Habermas, the establishment of comnunicative 

action as a fundamental mode of social action requires, 
, 

in the first instance, an elucidat~on of the characteristic 

"double structure" of ordinary language communication. 

This double structure is analytically pertinent because for 

any speaker and hearer to reach an understanding, they must 
1 

simultaneously communicate at two levels: "a) the level of 

/ 
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intersubjectivi ty on which speaker and hearer, through 

illocutionary acts, establish the relations that permit 

them to come to an understanding wi th one anotheri and b) 

the level of experiences anà states-of-affairs about which 

they want to reach an understanding in the communicative 

function determined by --(a) ... 45 These t'Wo levels can in 

turn 'be discerned in the surface structure of speech acts 

which consists of illocutionary and propositional co~ponents 

(the illocutionary component generally consists of a personal 
',! .} 

'-
pronoun in the first person, a performative verb,tand a 

1 

personal pronoun in the second person - i.e. "1 [hereby] 

pronise you ... , fi " l [hereby ] assert to you ... " etc.). 

The illocutionary component of speech acts is seen by 

Habermas as central insofar as it aids -to bring about the 

type of interpersonal relation intended by the speaker. 46 

The illocutionary, force of an utterance manifests i tself 

through the hearer's confidence in or reliance on the 

seriousness Qf the speaker's specifie engagement. This 

illocutionary force can, Habermas contends, be understood 

to have a rational basis: 

With their illocutionary acts, speaker and 
hearer raise validity cla~s" and solicit 
their recognition. But this recognition need 
not follo'W irrationally, because the validity 
claims have a cognitive €haracter and can be 
tested. l would like therefore to defend the 
following thesis: in the final analysis, the 
speaker can have an illocutionaq effect 01\ the 
hearer (and vice versa) because the speech-act
typical obligations are tied to cognitively 
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test~le validi ty claints, that is, because 
the reciprocal bonds have a rational basis. 
The engaged speaker normally connects the 
specifie sense in which he wants to take 
up an interpersonal relation with a thernatical
ly stressed validity claim. 47 

The specifie "sense" of the speaker' s engagement can, in 

other words, be analytically ascertained as the adoption 

(by the speaker) of one of three possible uses of language, 

these uses being the cognitive~ the interactive, and the 

expressive. These uses of language are in turn linked to 

specifie types of speech acts, namely "constative", "re-

gulative", and "representative" speech acts, respectively. 

It is in the constative speech acts (that is, speech 

acts which serve to report, explain, "predict, assert, etc.) 

that the validity claim of truth becomes thernatized - "In 
\ 

the cognitive use of language 'the speaker proffers a speech-

act-immanent obligation to provide grounds. Constative 

speech acts contain the offer to recur if necessary to the 

experiential source from which the speaker draws the certain

~ that his statement is true.,,48 Moreover, it is in the 

regulative speech acts (speech acts which function as re-

commendations, commands, warnings, etc.) that the validity 

claim of rightness or appropriateness becornes thematized -

"In the interactive use of language the speaker proffers a 

speech-act-immanent obligation to provide justification. 

Of course, regulative speech acts contain only the cffer 

to indicate if necessary the qormative context which gives 
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the conviction that his utterance is right. n49 Finally, 

it is in the representative speech acts (speech acts which 

serve to admit, reveal, conceal, deceive, etc.) that the 

validity claim of truthfulness or veracity becomes thema

tized - "In the expressive use of language the speaker also 

enters into a speech-act-immanent obligation, namely the 

obligation to prove trustworthy, to show in the consequences 

of his action that he has expressed just that intention which 

actually guides his behaviour. ,,50 In aIl of the above 

cases, that is to say, in the cognitive, interactive, and 

expressive uses of language, the relevant validity claim 

may become problematic. Under such circumstances, the 

participants may either resort to strategie forros of action, 

or they may make the problematic validity claim itself sub-

ject to discursive ex~ination. In both instances, the 

participants are forced to step out of the frame of com-
... 51 

mun~cat~ve act~on proper. 

The central task of Habermas' theory of communicative 

competence is, as has been outlined, the reconstruction of 

the fundamental norms of rational speech as a system of 

universal validity claims. These norms of rational speech 

he in turn sees as inhering in that mode of social action 

categorically termed communicative actïon, action that is 

"governed by binding consensual norms, which define re-

ciprocal expectations about behaviour and which must be 

understood and recognized by at least two acting subjects.,,52 
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Habermas introduces a final distinction between two 

forms of communicative action, namely between speech 

oriented to bringing about an understanding, and speech 

that transpires wi thin the framework of an already achieved 

consensus. He clarifies this distinction as follows: 

In consensual action agreement about im
plicitly raised validity claims can be pre
supposed as a background consensus by reason 
of common defini tions of the situation; such 
agreement is supposed to be arrived at in 
action oriented to reaching understanding. 53 

From the standpoint of rational reconstruction, however, it 

is consensual action which takes priority over action 

oriented toward reaching understanding because i t renders 

feasible the analytical task of establishing the rational 

basis of speech. 

The motivation for my special attention to 
consensual action ls that the constituents 
of action oriented to understanding can be 
more easily grasped in this limit case. l 
also believe that in action oriented to 
understanding, language finds the use for 
which it is fundamentally designed. In the 
end, the non-communicative [strategie] use 
of speech in action oriented to success pre
supposes the communicative use of language. 54 

1.3.4 Systematically Distorted Conununication 

The example of the psychoanalytic decoding of 

systematically distorted conununication served to highlight 

how pathologically frozen communication patterns can be 

identified and subsequently explained via recourse te 

certain theoretical postulates concerning the distinction 

between normal and deformed conununication as weIl as the 
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connection between two successive phases af hwnan ~ymbol-

organization. In contradistinction, Habermas' uni versal-

pragmatic analysis seeks to ground, through rational recon

struction, the proposition that "normal communication con

forms to intersubjecti vely recognized rules, ,,55 and ta 

establish, moreover, that these intersubjectively re

cognized rules have a normative, rational basis. Systematic

ally distorted communication can thus be conceptualized, from 

the standpoint of universal pragmatics, as any communica

tion which systematically disrupts (but does not purposeful

ly challenge) the consensuai basis of communicative action. 

However, this communication need not, Habermas maintains, 

necess~rily take the form of the type of canspicuously 

pathological (i. e. privatized) communication posi ted by 

Iretapsycholagy. It can, rather, aiso take the form of 

pseudo-communication, that is to' say, a farro of conununica

tian where none of the part~cipants recognize any communica

tion disturbance sand where a system of reciprocai mis

understandings is produced due to the faise asswnption of 

consensus where none factually exists. In this latter 

case, only a neutral, outside observer W'ould he in a posi

tion to infer that the consensual basis of communicative 

action has in fact broken down. 

Because, under conditions of distorted communication, 

none of the participants are aware of any communication dis

turbances, these disturbances cannot be attributed ta 
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purposeful manipulation of the communicational context. 

Rather, they result from individual self-deception about 

the basis of consensual action: 

vlhereas in systematica11y distorted conununica
tion at least one of the participants deceives 
himself about the fact that the basis of con
sensua1 action ls only apparently being main
tained, the manipulator deceives at 1east one 
of the other participants about his own 
strategie attitude, in which he deli~Gate1y 
behaves in a pseudoconsensua1 manner. 

Systematically distorted communication cannat therefore be 

seen to conform to the subjective conditions of strategie 

action, whether this action takes the form of pseudocon-

sensual behaviour that is not meant to become apparent to 

other participants (what Habermas categorically terms 

"latently strategie action") or the forrn of monologically 

carried out decision maxims oriented to the selection of 

means vis·à -vis predeterrnined ends (what Habermas categorical-

ly terms "open1y strategie action") . Since systematically 

distorted communication issue s from se1f-deception as 

opposed to purposeful deception, the subjective motivational 

condi tions of consensual action rernain in force, even though 

communicative action proper has been disrupted. Strate~ic 

action, on the other hand, i5 no longer tied to the motiva-

tional conditions' of consensual action: 

Strategie action remains indifferent with 
respect to its motivational conditions, where
as the consensual presupposi.tion~ of conununica
ti ve action can seeure motivations. Thus 
strategie act'ions must be institutionalized, 
that is, em.bedded in intersubjeetively binding 

, ) 
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norms that guarantee the ~ulfillment of the 
motivational conditions. 5 ,. 

The systematic distortion of (what Habermas terms) the 

"rationalizable aspect of communicative action" i p linked 

to those background validity claims which thematize the 

truthfulness of intentional expressions and the rightness 

of norms. In eontradistinction, the thematization of the 

propositional truth of statements has to do with the ration-

ality of purposive-rational action, a category of action 

which encompasses both instrumental and strategie action. 

In the case of internaI barriers tb communication of 

the kind posited by metapsychology (Le., pathological dis-

turbances), the distortion of communication arises when 

a subject does not truthfully express',' his intentions in his 

actions or when " a norm of action is sa li ttle in accord 

with his needs that conflicts arise that have to be de-

fended against unconsciously, through setting up internaI 

barriers to conununication." 58 

In the case of p.seudo-communication, distortion arises 

when validity claims connected with norms of action are 

not legitimate or when "the existing normative context 

does not express generaIizabIe or compromisable interests, 

and thus can he stabilized in its de facto validity only 

so long as those affected can be prevented by inconspicuous 

restrictions on communication from-discursively examining 
1 

~~; the normative validity'claim."S9 
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1.3.5 Discourse and the Supposition of an Ideal Speech 

Situation 

Habermas establishes a seminal distinction be

tween conununicative action (interaction) and "discourse." 

In discourse, the naively accepted background validity 

claims pertaining to communica ti ve action come to be re

garded as hypothetical and are explicitly thematized as 

such. Moreover, the action-orienting and action-oriented 

attitudes which prevai1 in interaction are suspended in 

favour of a cooperative attitude for coming to a rationally 

grounded agreement with respect to a prob1ematic validity 

claim. The suspension of the "constraints of action" gives 

way, in discourse, to a pragmatic logic of arg~entation 

in which it 15 solely through the "force of the better 

argument" that a truly rational agreement can be arrived 

at. 

Habermas is clear to point out t4at the four validity 

claims (truth, comprehensibili ty, rightness and authenticity) 

which forro the consensual basis of communicative action are 

not aIl subject ta discursive examination. The claim to 

comprehensibility will ultimately be tested in the course of 

communicative action. Similarly, the claim to authenticity 

will unavoidably be tested in the context of interaction: 

'tin the interaction it will be shown in time, whether the 

other sida is 'in truth or honestly' participating or is 

only pretending to engage in communicative action and is in 

s 
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fact behaving strategica11y. ,,60 This is not however the 
f (-

case for the clairn to the truth of utterances as weIl as the 

c1aim to the correctness of norms for action (or the appro-

priateness of norms for valuation which are to be ~o;llowed): 

both of these claims can be tested only in dJ.Scourse. In 

ather words, it is in discourse that "facts" about the world 

are "transformed into sta te:; of affairs which May or may not 
61 

be the case Il and that norms are "transformed into recom-

mendations and warnings which May be correct or appropriate 

but also incorrect or inappropriate. ,,62 

The discursive grounding of the rationality of truth 

c1airns on the one hand, and rightness claims on the other, 

cannot, according to Habermas, be apprehended without a 

clarification of their 'fundamentally different logical-prag-
l' 

matie foundations (the former case he designates as "theore-

tical discourse"; the latter he designates as "practica1 

discourse. ") 

The logic of theoretical discourse can be conceptua1ized 

as the "analysis of the structure and· conditions of that 

form of communication in which (h}~othetical) truth claims 

are argumentativelY examined and rejected, revised, or 

accepted. As such it is a "loqic of truth", an examination 

of how claims about the world can be rationa1ly settled.,,63 

Habermas summarizes this loqic as fol1ows: 



( 

45 

l may ascribe a predicate to an object if 
and only if every other person who could 
enter into a dialogue with me would as-
cribe the s,ame predicate to the sarne abject. 
In order to distinguish true from false state
ments, l rnake reference t9 the j~dgment of 
others - in fact to the j~dgment of aIl others 
with whorn l could ever hold a dialogue (arnong 
whom l counterfactually include aIl the 
dialogue partners l could find if my life 
history were coextensive with the history of 
manking). The condition of the truth of 
statements is the potential agreement of aIl 
others. 64 

The concept of truth which is presupposed by the logiè of 

discursive exarnination i~ one which hinges both on the 

asserted propositional content and the performative moment 

of constative utterances. This performative moment (the 

"declaring to be true tl
) gives a stateme.nt its assertive 

force. Hence, for Habermas, truth must be understood" in 

a pragmatic context as a validity claim that we connect with 

statements by asserting them. Il 65 The concept of truth can

not be separated from the argurnentative vindication of 
, 

truth claires. These claims must, in other words, be in-

tersubjectively grounded: 

Validity claims are distinguished from exper
iences of certainty by virtue of their inter
subjectivitYi· one canno~ meaningfully assert 
that a staternent is true only for a certain 
individual .••• By contrast, the certainty 
of perception, the paradigm for certainties 
generally, always holds only for the perceiving 
subject and for no one else •... l register 
a validity claim as something intersubjectively 
testablè ~ a certainty l can uttlfF as something 
subjective, even though it mightr give occasion 
to place dissalant validi ty clairns in question. 
l make a validity claim; l have certainty.66 

I-------------------------__ ......... ___ - _______ e ____ - __ 
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In sununary, a rationally grounded consensus is, for Habermas, 

one which derives solely from the "force of the better argu

ment", that i5 to say, from t~ formaI properties of dis-

course. 

The conditions under which a rationally grounded con-

sensus can be achieved must in turn allow ~ for the progres

sive radicalization of the argument in question, 

there must be the freedom to move from a 
given level of discourse ta increasingly 
reflected levels. More particularly there 
must be the freedom not only to enter into 
a critical discussion, to seek discursive 
justification of problematic claims, and to 
offer and evaluate various arguments and ex
planations but also to calI into 'question and 
(if necessary) to modify an originally accept
ed concep+.ual frar.l,ework (' metatheoretical dis-
course 1 ) • 67, 

These conditions are meant to ensu~e that a rationally 

grounded consensus is possible and that such a consensus 

can be dlstinguished from a false co~sénsus (the mere appear-. 
ance of,rationality). It is presupposed, moreover, that 

the argumentation which founds a rational consensus is not 

s~ject to systematic constraints such as strategie action 

or systematically distorted communication. 

The absence of constraint can, Habermas maintains, 

be apprehended in terms of a set of formaI stipulations 

which, taken together,constitute a "general synunetry re-

quirement. " This general symmetry requirement ·specifies 

that "the structure [of discourseJ is free from constraint 

only when for aIl participants there is a symmetrical 

~, , 
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distribution of chances to select and employ speech acts, 

when the:re is an effective equality of opportunity for the 

assumptién of dialogue raIes. "6 8 The indi vi dual stipula

tions which constitute the forementioned requir~nt refer 

back to the basic modes of communication, that is' to ;ry, 
to the different uses of speech as exemplified by the cons

tative, representative and regulative speech acts. Speci-

fically: 

In addition te having the s~ chance to 
speak at aIl (to initiate and perpetuate 
communication) 1 participants must have the 
same chance te empley constative speech acts, 
that is, to put forward or calI into ques-
tion, to ground or refute statements, ex-
plana tions ••. se tha t in the long run no 
assertion is exempted fram critical exam.ina- "
tion ..• [however] the symmetry requirel'Jell ta 
concerning the expressive and the i.nteractive 
use of speech refer enly indirectly te dis
course and directly to the organ~za tien of 
interactdon: to discourse are admi tted only 
speakers who have, as acters, the sarne chance 
ta employ representative speech acts ... 50 that 
the participants can be truthful in theJ.r rela
tions to themselves and can make their 'inner 
natures' transparent ta others; to discourse are 
admitted only speakers who have, as actors, the 
same chance te employ regulative speech acts ..• 
50 that privileges in the sense of one-sidedly 
binding norms are excluded and the formaI equal.
ity of chances to initiate and ~ursue cOlmlunica
tion can in fact be practiced • 

. These requirements Habermas understands as concurring 

with the supposition of an "ideal speech situation ft, that 

is, a si tuatJ.on characterized by a pure intersub]ectivi ty 

of mutual understanding, by a consensus achieved in unre-

strained and universal di 5 course • He underlines that -the 

J-' . 
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desiqn of an ide'al speech situation is necessarily implied 

in the structure of potential speech, sinee aIl speech, 
1 

even of intentional decept~an, ~s oriented towards the 

idea of truth." 70 Moreover, communicative competence i t-

self implies "the I!'1astery of the rneans of construction 

" necessary for the establishrn~nt of an ideal speech si tua-

tion. n 71 However, it is only if connnunicative competence 

is thought of in abstraction from social and institutional 

contexts that it "translates" inta an ideal speech situa-

ti.on. In actuality, the pure i.ntersubjectivity of rnutual 

understanding which the structure of potential speech pre-

supposes is de formed (i. e. systematically distorted) by an 

uneven èistribution of the farementioned dialogue-cans-

" ti.tutive universals. Hence, an ideal speech situation can 

at best only be 11ant~cipated." 

The deformation of J..!'ltersub]ecti ve understanding 

Habermas hypothes~zes as ~ncreasing ., in proportion ta t:.he 

degree of repress~on which characterizes the institutional 

system within a given socJ..ety . .,72 In add~'!:ion, he pro-

pounds t~"lat t..'Ùs ciegree of repression ~n turn "cie pends •.... 

on the àevelopmental stage of the productive forces and on 

the arganization of authorlty, that is -of the in~tj,tu

tionalizat~on of political and ecanomic power. n'" 3 S\lccinct-

ly stated, 

., 
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Institutionalized power relations, like in
dividual neuroses [i.e. the privatization of 
conununicationJ, bri.ng about a relati vely 
rigid reproduction of behaviour that is removed 
from criticism. Based on social norrns, they 
permit the partial replacement of manifest 
compulsion through open force by inner com
pulsion through the affect~ve force af un
conscious mechanisms. Repressed motives for 
action are excluded from cormnunication and 
directed into channels of substitute gratifica
tion. These symbolically redirected motives 
are the forces that dominate consciousness by 
legitimating existing power relations. In 
this sense, institutions of7fower are rooted 
in distorted cornrnunicat~on. 

Bowever, what is at issue for Habermas is not the total 

,liberation of social subjects from insti tutionalized power 

relations per se, but the reduction of socially necessary 

'repress~on below the level of that demanded by the given 

stage of the productive forces of society. That is to say, 

systems of purpos~ve rational act~on must be embedded in 

an insti tut~onal framework in wh~ch the nonna t~ ve exerCJ..se 

of power is not legi t~mated by historically obsolete 
\ 

ideologies. Historically obsolete ideologies may, in the 

present cantext, be understoad as ideologies that do not 

hold up ta the discursive exam~nat~on of val~dity claims. 

In contradistinc,::~on te theoretical discaurse f Habermas 

-' posi ts practical discourse as the discourse lon which moral-

poli tical quest~ons ca.."1 be decided with a view to t.."'e~r 

underlyl.ng rightness claims. Whereas theoretical discourse 

embodies a "log~c of truth", vis à vis general laws and 

. ; 
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regularities, practical discourse explicitly thematizes 

a general norrn or principle of action, or a general norm 

~r standarè o~ evaluation. The pragmatic logic of practical 

d'~scourse inheres from the "relation between descriptive 

statements about consequences for the satisfaction of 

needs and wants" and the normative statements they are in-
75 

tend.ed to back." In other words, 

The backing that is required here is not 
(or is not merely) that type of observational 
and experirnental evidence used (inductively) 
to support hypothetical general laws. The 
relevant evidence is first and foremost the 
consequences and side-effects that the applica
tion of a proposed nOrIn can he expected to 
hâve in regard to the satisfaction or ~on
satisfaction of generally accepted needs and 
wants. As intersubjectively binding recipro
cal expectations of behaviour, norInS re
gulate legitirnate chances for the satisfaction 
of needs. Thus wha t has to be agreed upon in 
practical discourse. i 5 the justifiabili ~,~ of a 
recorranended regulat~on of such chances. ' 

Because the norms, values, and conventions which 

practical discourse ~s capable of addressing are embedded 

in the very institutional frarnework of society, this form 

of discourse possesses a critical and self-critical dimen-

sion that goes beyond the pragmatic modal~ties of theoretical 

discourse. Practical discourse has, in other words, the 

power not only to legitimate the norms which characterize 

the ~nstl.tutional frarnework, but to undermine the legitimacy 

of these norms, "and to supplant such counterfactual norInS 

with factual ones. However, this presupposes that the needs 

and wants which are to be satisfied represent generalizable 

• 
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'" interests and values, that is to say, cnes which cail be 

intersubjectively grounded in the medium of practical dis-

course and which admit of a rationally rnotivated consensus. 

Thus "the normative or evaluative judgments that give ex-

pression to 'reciprocally expected intentions' can claim a 

kind of objectivitYi it is precisely this clairn that is 
77 embedded in socially binding norms and -standards ... 

Q .1 , 

t In summary, bath theoretical and practical reason 

are, for Habermas, moments of a comprehensive rationality 

which together signify the development of a rational will. 

This rational will can, rnoreover, be understood to 

arise from the motivation~l conditions secure0 through the 

consensual presuppositions of communicative action. 
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PART II 

DISTORTED C~ICATION AND THE PROBLru~TIC OF RECEPTION 

2.1 The Grounding of a Representational Concept of 
Distorted Communication 

In a programmatic paper enti tled "The 'structured com

munication' of even1:s,,,l Stuart Hall advances the seminal 
. 

argument that modern public communications systems, such as 

those characteristic of liberal-democratic societies, exhibit 

so-called structural constraints, and specifically" that these 

constraints are immanent ... to these communications systems even 

though the historically specifiable conditions of their opera-

tion are subject to change. 

The concept of structural constraint is posited by Hall 

in relation to an ideal-norm of "perfectly transparent 

communication." This ideal-norm of perfect transparency is 

in turn grounded in Jürgen Habennas' theoretical model of an 

ideal speech situation, a model which informs Hall's character-

ization of public communication as intrinsically subject to 

the systematic distortion of communication .. 

Hall outlines the basic hypotheses governing his analysis, 

as follows: 

) 57 
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AlI public conununication systems are subject te 
systematic constraints, systematic limitations. 
The overt censorship of media content is only 
one, limi ted case of such constraints - and, in 
our view, not chQracteristically the most 
significant obstâcle to 1 freer communication 1 •••• 

AlI public-social communication. is a form of 
'systematically distorted communication.', The 
distortions are not always the sarne: They are 
not fixed. 50 it is worth our while ... to examine 
sorne aspects of the structural constra:i"nts within 
which public communication operates, in order ta 
see what changes can be effected which might 
eliminate' or weaken sorne of the present obstacles. 
Communication systems in different societies 
certainly exhibit greater or lesser degrees of 
'distortion,' and can be shawn to be moving 
towards or away from greater 'communicative 
transparency' in their practices. These ten
dencies are crucial. But the ideal-norm of 
1 perfect transparency' is an empirical im
possibili ty. The reason is clear the moment 
we eJt.amine the social and historical foundations 
of these communications systems. 2 

Hall' s claim that the ideal-nom of perfectly transparent 

communication is an empirical impossibili ty is grounded in 

Habermas' historico-anthropological thesis that the commun

icati ve basis of social life is linked t6 the organization 

of work (material production) as weIl as ta the institutionaliza

tian of power (steering capacity) under historically specifiable 

con di tians. He ci tes Hans Drei tzè l' s exposition of this thesis: 

conununicative behaviour rests on work and power 
relations as weIl as on language; and if we 
comprehend the typification sctemes of language 
as the most fundamental-basic rules of everyday 
life, we aIs a have to notice that even language 
is subject to distortions caused by-the condi
tion's of our li fe ... the social world is not 
only structured by language but also by the 
modes and forces of material production and by 
the systems of domination. 3 

.-
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Habermas' historico-anthropological thesis as of strategic 

import for the development of Hall's argumention insofar 

as it serves to contextualize the more formal concerns evident 

in his discussion of the structural constraints of media-

mediated forros of communication. For Hall purports to 

examine this process of communication as a "cornmunicational 

cricuit" exhibi ting forrnally identifiable aspects which 

articula te the process as a-whole, without nevertheless 

acceding to what sorne contemporary critics have termed a 

reductivism and ahistoricism that purportedly characterizes 

so-called transmission-oriented studies of the process of 

d , d' t d ,. 4 me ~a-me ~a e commun~cat~on. In contradistinction to 

transmission-oriented studies, Hall advances the case that 

the circuit of communication is more aptly conceptualized 

as one which exhibits structural discontinuities and opposi-

tions rather than as one which progresses along a linear 

continuum, and which presents an unproblematic unit y between 

the stages of i ts articulation. Moreover, the specifie 

manifestations of these structural discontinuities and opposi

tions are seen by Hall as having a social and historical 

basis rather than a purely communicative one. Hall's analysis 

1 

suggests, in short, a departure ~rom what has been terrned a 

"media determinism, (which) in i ts arbi trary allocation of 

an unwarranted and unsupportable significance to the subject 

matter at hand, distorts beyond reprieve a balanced view of 

social structure and process. nS 
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For Hall ~ 'the structural constraints on public com-
, 1 

munication can be formally apprehended in terms of two deter-

mi,nate moments in the chain of communication between "source" 
-

and "receiver", the moments of the "encoding" and "decoding" 

of messages-as-signs. Hall understands these structural 

constraints as inhering from the limi ted "reciprocity" 

between the moments of message encoding and decoding. The 

degree of reciprocity he in turn understands to be determined 

by the social-institutional contexts which frame these 

moments in the chain of communication, contexts which are 

moreover historically determined. 

He underscores the historicity of these framing contexts 

in terms of the way social needs are historically produced 
1 

anq the way an understanding of the historical dialectic of 

needs mitigates against the assumption that public communica-

tion is a static process whereby the systematic distortions 

can themselves be apprehended by recourse to ahistorical, 

objectivistic criteria. To this extent, he can be seen to 

adhere to the view, propounded by Raymond Williams in his 

seminal investigation of the relation between technological 

developments in the media and society, that it is not communica

tions technologies which give rise to needs; but socially 

and historically articulated ,needs which inform the development 
6 

of technologies. Hall contextualizes this argument via 

reference to the specifie example of broadcasting: 

'l, 
f, 
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va are not dealing with"static cOJllr.!Ul1ications 
systems, vi th filçed 90a18, which' cait he pro
gressively realized a10ng seme linear continuum. 
Broadcasting systems are dynamic structures 
which breed their own, furtber, needs and uses 
even as they satisfy existing ones. 50, even 
if ~roadcasters could now, technically, reach 
alI- the existing. audiences they can identify, 
and transmit perfectly to them whatever infoDla
tion they desire, the very overcoming of pre'" 
sent obstacles which such a development would 
signal would, in its turn, suggest new, further 
kinds of co~unication, new potential uses for 
the technical means, new types of content, and 
mobilize new, unrealized demanda and needs for 
communication in the audiences •.. in broadcuting, 
as in other areas of modern production, the· 
satisfaction of existing ccmaunicat{orur 'needs 1 

,inevitably leads to the framing of MW needs, 
and 1 this production of new needs i8 the first 
historical act' (as Marx once ohserved) which 
initiates an unendin~ dialectic, whose outcome 
cannot be predicted. 

,~, 

This argument ,points out most suo::inctly Hall ' S dj[vergence 
'Ii 

fram objectivistic and ahistorical approaches to ~ conceptual-

ization and formalization of the process-of public communica-

tion. It sU9gests, morecver, that a- formal~zation of this 

process via the concepts of encoding and decoding need not 

necessarily imply a reductivist view of the contexts of 

message-production and message-reception, respectively. For 

vhile the moments of encodin~and decoding may be analytically 

abstracted from the process as a whole (they are, in Hall's 

words, "determinate·, "communicative" mo~ents), the contexts 

of production and reception cannot, accordi~g bo Hall, be 

likewise abstracted fram sQcial structure in its historicity. 
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BalI elaborates upon the framing contexts which determine 

the process of the enCOdinq and decodinq of media-mediated 
\,)1-

me.sages, &gain by highlighting the case of broadcastinq, 

public communications between broadcasters 

" 

and tbeir audiences requires two linked but 
.. pante acts: the act of 1 encodinq 1 the 
television or radio message, and the act of 
'decoding' and interpreting ~t. These are 
linked, but not 'Umnediately identical' mo-
ments in the communicat1on process. The 
'encoding' process is very largely performeà 
by the professional b~oadcasting ~lites, with 
their own social formation, their own select-
ive recruitment, their own social position, 
their own connexions to and perspectives on 
power, their own professional competences and 
routines, their own professional ideologies. 
'!'he 'decoding' process is performed by the 
beterogenous, complexly structured 'mass 
audiences', standing in' their own relation to 
the unequal distribution of social, economic 
and cultural power, with their own connexions 
to and perspectives on the system of power as 
a whole, 'cultural power' •.. includes the 
differential acquisition by the èifferent 
strata of the population of the com?etence to 
speak, transnut, verbalize and cornprehe.ld - a 
forro of f power' directly "relevant to the 
capacity to 'comnunicate', and fundamentally 
shaped and distributed, in our kinds of society, 
by the education system. 8 

In this passage, Hall ,grounds the fundamental distinction 

between the encoding and decoding "communi ties" which frame 

the process of public communication.9 However, on the basis 

of this distinction alone it is not possible to apprehend 

exactly how the structural constraints of public communication 

come to be manifested. To this extent, Hall introduces the 

concept of; mediation as a way of underscoring the circularity 

of the communicational process, a circularity which depends 

on the "structured gaps" intrinsic to this process: 

' ... 
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T.be cammunicators, in a ~rn society, are 
more explici tly mediators, ... they must draw 
their materials, their events, their concerna, 
in part from the audiences wh~çh they address
tbey • play back' the experiences of the 
audience to the audience, in addition to their 
other functions, such as br~nging news about 
one auchence to another.. . . In th~s sense ... 
the audience progress~ ve 1y plays the role, in 
modern comm~~~cat~ons, bath of source and re
ceiver. But thlS ~s st~ll not the sane thipg 
as the aud~ence f conununicating·. The process 
must st~ll pass through the meèJ.at~ng structures 
of broadcasting itself: the broadcasters must 
select (and reject) , transform into 'messages' 
(encode), develop formats, shape contents for 
the communicative circuit to be completed fro~ 
audience to audience. '!'hus, though the 'pro
duction' and ',consunption' of media content are 
linked, and each is requ~red for the production 
of ~e other, they are !~nked in the manne r of 
mediat~on as a process~ 

For Hall, ~ t is "ln and through that mediatlnn ... that 
"11 

systematic distortions enter the chain of communication. 

Alvin Q:mlèirEr (1976) has examined this problematic of media-

tion by faregrounding the manner in which situatianally 

produced information, originating in particular social con-

texts, becomes decontextual'J.zed as i t is incorporated into 

the generic form of "news" by the media .12 For Gouldner, 

this process of decontextualization can be analytically 

discerned as a progressive disjunction between information 
-

and the attitudes and sentiments - the affect structure 

to which this information is related. This implies, in 

turn, that "information systems becorne relatively context

free, or at least, freer of the limits imposed by operation 

of the affect structure in face -to-face communication. n 13 

/ 
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Mo%eOver, 

In word-of-mouth talk, it is not only informa
tion but interpretations, orientation, and 
appropriate notions of what is to he done, 
that are communicated. Commands are trans
mitted with clarity and force, along with 
reports •.. ~n face-to-face talk, command 
and report ar~ nutually contextualizing and 
are more reaè.ily broug.!1t into an integration, 
in which eac:; supports t.he ot.her. Fit.h the 
mass media, however, tbe possl..cl.ll.tl.es of a 
disjunctl.on between ~le two grow. Given the 
absence of feedback, or low feedback, there 
is no way- t.he media can Judge whether their 
report.s have elicit.ed proper feell.ngs ...• 
Without. doubt, the media intend to command 
appropriate actions and to elicl.t feelin'gs 
consistent wit.h their news; but the t.rans
mission of information has now been isolated 
from a multLmodal pattern of social interac
t.ion anà feedback that rnight enforce that 
intention .14 

Translated into Ha.bel:mas' terms, this isolatl.on of informa-

tion from t.he pattern of social interaction may he apprehend-
'4 

ed as the isolat.ion of information from the context. of the 

action-orienting self-understanding of social groups, a 

forro of self-understanding tied to socially binding norms 

and standards which in turn define reciprocal expect.ations 

about behaviour. 

Ml.chael Schudson (1978) has suggested that the ideal of 

objective journalisrn itself presupposes a disjunct.ion between 

the cognit.ive dimension of "news-as-factual account.s" and 

the normative value-orientations of societal grou~s, value

orientations which, in Habermas' words, may be seen to be 

grounded in the medium of practical discourse. Schudson' s 

argument is a sociohistorical one (relying on extensive 
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documentation fram the specifie period he discusses) in 

that it purports to show how the ideal of objectivity in 

journalism came to arise. He summarizes this argument as 

follows: 

Not until after World War I, when the worth of the 
democratic market society was itself radically 
questioned and i ts internaI Iogic laid bare, did' 
leaders in journalism and other fields, like the 
social sciences, fully experience the doubting 
and skepticism democracyJand the market encouraged. 
Only then did the ideal of objectivity as 
consensually validated statements about the world, 
predicated on a radical separation of facts and, 
values, arise. It arose, however, not 50 much as 
an extension of naive empiricisrnand t~e belief 
in facts èut as a reaction against skept~cisrn; it 
was not a straight-line extrapOlation but a 
dialectical resp6nse to the culture of a dernocratic 
market society. It wa5 not the final expression 
of a belief in.facts but the assertion of a method 
designed for a world ~n \'lhich even facts could not 
be trusted. IS 

As Schudson proceeds to point out, the ideal of ob)ectivity 

has, 'in its contemporary interpretation, become not so rnuch 

a gl.l<:\rantee against subj ecti vi ty per ~, as i t has b,ecome 

the embodiment of professiona1 methods in journalism (as, 

for example, the methods used for va1idating and corroborating 

sources) , methods which have been instrumental in securing 

h 1 .. f h bl'" 16 t e eg~t~acy 0 t e press as a pu ~c l..nst~tut~on. 

-- ------~------------------------------------------------------------------------
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It should be atPlasized that the abstraction of news 

from normative value-orientations issues from the historical 

role of the modern media as addressors of heterogenous publics, 

a role wh~ch has become Inseparable from the eXlgency of 

~llq a degree of accountability viS-a-V1S these publlCS. 

ThlS exigency has in turn manifested Itself ln terms of 

institutlonalized methods and procedures for ensuring that 

information is presented in an unpartisan,"objective" manner, 

or at least percelved to be presented as such. Crucially, 

the credo of objective reportage, which informs the factual 

presentation of information in the-generic form of news, has 

ellmlnated the need for public communicators to choose 

between conflictinq truth claims. 17 These claims are, 

in other words, presented in a pluralistic manner as befits 

an occupational credo of objectivity which dlctates that aIl 

relevant "points of view" be adequately represented. ~oreover, 

it is generic to journalism as an institutional~zed practice 

that claims are not explained via reference te their respective 

groundings: they are merely presented as such. As a number 

18 
of media scholars have pointed out, the public communications 

medla operate under organizational constraints, such as time-

space limitations, which preclude the possibility of addressing 

issues with a view to their constitutive and developmental 

contexts. Furthermore, journalism as an institutionalized 

practice is a pretheoretic activity and is hence, by definition, 

not subject to social-scientlfic standards for the grounding 

and testing af prablematic truth claims. 19 
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It may finally be noted that ,Gouldner' s remarks on the 

relation between the process of media-mediation and the 

decontextualization of information carry substantive implica

tions vis-à vis the grounding of Habermas' concept of system-

atically distorted communication in terms of a concept of 

public rationality, implications which will be underscored 

in the course of this exposition. 20 
\' 

What is of significance 

in the present context, however, is that Hall's conceptualiza

tian of the process of media-mediation rests on a fundamentally 

different problematic than Gouldner's. Whereas Gouldner addresses 

the isolation of information from patterns 9f social interac-

tian, Hall, it will be shawn, addresses the representations 

through which society may be said to interpret itself, and 

specifically, the "structured gaps" which inhere when media-

rnediated representations do not coincide with the representa

tians of decoding communities. In fact, these two problernatics-

the informational and the representational - suggest d~fferent 

ways of conceptualizing the rnedia-rnediation process itself. 

An informational problernatic will tend to foreground the 

circula'tion and ex ch ange of information in society, a problem-

atization that is common to transmission-oriented studies, to 

organizational studies of the way the media, in their 

production practices, select, organize and channel information, 

as weIl as to "uses and gratifications" and "two-step flow" 

studies of the way this information is subsequently received 
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and/or d~sseminated. An infor.rnational problematic suggests 

that news is itse1f one limited form that information may 

take, and rnoreover, that information precedes its actual 
21 

incarnation in the generic for.rn of news. 

A representational prob1ematic will, in contradistinction, 

tend to foreground the way in which categorizations and 

typifications .produce so-called representations of reality, 

whereby meanings are seen not so mu ch as channelled and 

disseminated meanings, as they are seen as situationally 

produced ones. It suggests that the forrn of "news" is itself 

the result of the categorization-typification procedures 

which journalists routinely use in order to transcribe events 

into frameworks for their comprehension. Audiences-publics 

may likewise be seen as cringing their own frarneworks of 

comprehension to bear on media-mediated representations, 

frameworks which rnay or may not coincide witb those that are 
22 

internalized by journalists themse1ves. 

Hall centers upon this representational problematic in 
1 

his elaboration of the structured gaps which issue from the 

limited reciprocity between the frarneworks of understanding 

of encoding and decoding cornmunities, resp~ctively. 
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He understands the representations produced by the media 

to issue, at a de termina te moment in the communicative process, 

as encoded representations which must, in turn, at another 

deterroinate moment in this process, be properly decoded by 

audiences-publics in order for the particular message-forros to 

fu1fi11 their intended communicative function(s). He propounds 

that, because these representations ar\, transcribed into the 

form of messages-as-signs, they issue (at the moment of encoding) 

as symbo1ic, discursive structures organized through the opera-

tion of codes, structures which are themselves tied' to the 

specificity of the medium and the organization of production 

. . h . 1 d' 23 h '1 h pract~ces ~n t e part~cu ar me ~um. Moreover, W 1 ete 

message-forrn is the deterrninate moment in the communicational 

process as a who1e, this moment must, Hall maintains, also be 

apprehended in relation to the social processes of production 

and the social processes of reception Wh1Ch mutua11y articulate 
o 

the circuit of communication. He develops these points via 

reference ta the case of television broadcasting: 

The abject of production practices and structures 
in television is the production of a messa~e: 
that is, a sign-vehicle or rather sign-veh~cles 
of a specifie kind organized, like any other forro 
of communication or language, through the opera
tion of codes, ~ithin the syntagmatic êhains of 
a discourse.... The apparatuses, relations and 
practices of production thus issue, at a certain 
moment (the moment of 'production/circulation') 
in the form of syrnbolic vehicles constituted 
within the ru~s of 'language.' It is in thi$ 
discursive forro that the circulation of the 'product' 
takes place. The process thus requires, at the 
production end, its material instruments - its 
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'rneans' - as 'tlell as its own sets of social (oroduction) 
relations - the organization and combination of 
practices \.,i thin media apparat uses . But i t is in 
the discursive form that the circulation of the 
product takes place, as weIl as its distribution 
to different audiences. Once accomoiished, the 
discourse must then be translated - transforroed 
again - into social practices if the circuit is to 
be both completed and effective. If no 'meaning' 
i5 taken, there can be no 'consumption.' If the 
meaning is not articulated in practice, it has no 
effect. The value of this appr9ach ~s that while 
each of the moments, in articuUation, is necessary 
to the circuit as a v/hole, no ~pe moment can fully 
guarantee the.next moment withd~hich it is articulated. 
Since each has its specific moaality and conditions 
of existence, each can constitute its own break or 
interruption of the 'passage of forros' on whose 
continuity the flow of effective production ( that 
is, 'reproduction') depends. Thus while in no way 
wanting to limit research to following only those 
leads which emerge from content analysis, we must 
recognize that the 'discursive forro of the message 
has a privileged position in the communicative 
exchange (from the viewpont of circulation) and 
that the moments of 'encoding' and 'decoding', 
though only 'relatively autonomous' in relation 
to thé communicative process as a whole, are 
deterroinate mornents. 25 

Hall's enunciation of the "relative autono~y" between the 

determ~nate moments of encôd~ng and decoding on the other hand, 

and the social processes of production and recept~on on the 

other, leads hi~ to a conceptualization of the relation between 

message-production and message-reception as an interplay between 

the "meaning-structures" of encodl.ng and decoding communities, 

and the lingu~stic-formal coding structures of the message-

forros themselves. He understands the forement~oned meaning-

structures in cognitive terms, that is to say, as mappings or 

representations of the empirical world which in turn ~nform 

" 
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the ways in which messages are encoded and decoded. Th~se 
foundational assumptions have a direct bear1ng on Hall's 

conceptualization of distorted communicat1on: the èistort1on 

of communication issues, for Hall, from the structured ga9s 

(or asymmetries) between the respective pos1tiona11t1es of 

encoders and decoders (pos1t1onalit1es wh1ch are art1culated 

in terms of mutually distinct cogn1 4)i ve meaning-structures ~ 

as weIl as from the asyrnrnetries produced at the determinate 

moments of encoding and decoding. I~ Hall's words: 
--J 

The codes [ie. meaning-structuresJ of encoding 
and decoding may not be perfectly symmetrical. 
The degrees of symmetry - that 15, the degrees 
of 'understanding' and 'm1sunderstanding~ in the 
communicative exchange - depend on the degrees of 
symmetryjasymmetry (relations of equ1valence) 
established between the posit1ons of the 'gersonif
ications', encoder-producer and decoder-receiver. 
But th1s in turn depends on the decrrees of 
ident1tyjnon-1dentity between the codes which 
perfectly or 1mperfectly transmit, interrupt or 
systemat1cally distort what has been transmitted. 
The lack of fit between the codes has a great 
deal to do w1th the structural differences of 
'relation and position between broadcasters and 
audiences, but it aiso has something ta do with 
the asymmetry between the codes of 'source' a~d 
'receiver' at the moment of transformation into 
and out of the d1scursive forma lolhat are called 
'distortions' or 'm1su.nderstandings' arise precisely 
from the lack of eauivalence between the two sides 
in the cornrnuniëative exchange. Once again, this 
defines the 'relat1ve autonomy' 1 but 'determinateness,' 
of the entry and exist of the message in its dis
curS1ve mornents. 26 

In summary, Hall's grounding of the concept of distorted 

communication suggests that distortion may be conceptualized as 

issuing from the different frameworks of understanding, or 

cognitive rneaning-structures, of encoding and decoding cornmunities, 
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~ which inform the determinate moments of message 

encoding and decoding in the communicative process. It 

suggests, moreover, that the ideal-norm of perfectly transparent 

cammun1cation is an empirical 1mposs1bil1ty to the extent 

that the signifying elements of messages are not univocal, 

but are tied to situational frameworks of understanding. 

Hall develops these foundat10nal assumptions 'in terms 

ofaxepresentaticnal nxxÈl of different decoding, a model which 

posits a typological frame~ork of ideal-typical positions 

from which messages may be seen to be decoded. These ideal-

typical positions are understood by Hall. as taking the form 

of mutually dist1nct cognitive frames, or meaning-structures. 

( 
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2.2 A ReDresentational Model of DifferentiaI lJecoèinq 

Hall develops the hypothes'is of a lack of equivalency 
.. 

between the meaning-structures of encoding and decoding 

cammunities by focusing on the problematic of the contextual 

fraudng of messages (at the encoding end) and the subsequent 

interpretation of already encoded messages,. What is at 

iss'ue for Hall is no;!: the literaI signification, or denotative 

content of messages-as-signs (ie. the relation between 

-signifiers and the~r empirical referents), but the connotative 

or contextual dimension whereby denoted signs become imbued 

with associative fields of meaning - with what Hall terms 

"the deep semantic structures of a culture." He understands 

the systematic distortion of communication to manifest 

itself precisely at this connotative, contextual level: 

LiteraI or denotative 'errors' are relatively un
problematic. They repres~nt a kind of noise in the 
channel. But 'misreadings' of a message at the 
connobative or contextual level are a different 
matter. They have, fundamentally, a societal, 
not a communicative basis. They signify, at the 
'message' level the structural conflicts, contra
dictions and negoti~tions of economic, political 
and cultural life.27 

Hall argues that the process whereby the public communica-

tions media transform real-world events into "communicative 

events" is one which involves the filling out of an initial 

"definition of 'the situation" by way of contextualizing 

frameworks and categories. Because of this, he maintains, 

the activi~y of decoding by audiences-publics is to'an 
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extent already delimited and defined by the frameworks of 

meaninq which in~orm the representational practices of the 

media. Hall elaborates:, 

The whole process of social conununication, we would ----
argue, implies an interpretive, contextualizing 
discourse. But this is especially true of the 
whole domain of news and 'political communications' 
in general. The discourses by means of which the 
broadcasters translate historical events 'in the 
'real world' into ' communicative evants' (messages 
of one kind or another) are, fundamental1y, indexical 
discourses in Cicourel's sense. They depend on the 
use of connotative codes, by means of which 'larger 
networks of meaning' are indexedi and on the inter
pretive work which broadcasters must do to resolve 
events which seem int~insically 'rneaning1ess' (or 
whose 'meaning' is incomplete), into categories, 
explanatory contexts which 'make them mean sornething' 
in more than a merely literaI sense. Likewise, the 
viewer must either already understand the context in 
wich the event is being signified, or must be offered 
sorne 'explanatory context' so that he, too, can 
'resolve' the event rneaningfully. rf the media can 
be said to shape the public debate, ta mould popular 
consëiousness about issues, it is not only because 
they have becorne the major, and most credible source 
of literaI information about the world. It is 
because they also exercise the function of connecting 
discrete events with one another: they build or 'map' 
events into larger, wider, frameworks of meaning, 50 

that viewers come, not simply to 'know what is 
happening,' but to construct from that knowledqe ' 
'pictures of the world,' scenarios of action.2B 

• 

Hall's characterization of the media production process as subject 

to indexical Qiscourses deserves sorne clarification. The term 

"indexicality," which derives from the ethnomethodology of· 

Garfinkel (1967),and Cicourel (1964, 1973), refers to the fact 

that social actors, in ~ing accounts of empirical phenomena 

(such as terrns, generalizations, stiOries,etc.) ~ may confer 

meanings to them which are divorced from their constitutive and , 

.t 
J 

J 
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developm~ntal contexts.' As Tuchlnan (1978) has pointéd out,29 ---indexicality i5 inteçral to the categorization":'typification 

procedures which journa,lists routlnely use in o,rder to 

transform occ.~nces into news events, procedures which 
, ' ~ 

a.lso enable particular i terns to be mapped into broader, 

connota ti ve f r amewo r ks 0 f rn~ aniilg . One per tinen t examp le 

of indexicali ty is the routine employment of what Sacks et 

l h . 1 30 . l th t a • ave termed the conslstency ru e: i t) stlpU ates a 

if sorne population is being cate~orized and if the categéry 

from sorne devices collection has been used to categorize the ' 

first member of the population, then that category, or other 

, categories from the same collection may be used to categorize 

further members of the populatlon. The Glasgow university" 

Media. Group has documented a news item by the BBC which 

foregrounds a particular use of the consistency rule: 

The week had its share of Ul1rest. Trouble in Glasgow 
wi th striking dustmèn and ambulance controllers, 
short tirne in the car industry, no Sunday Mirror or 
Sunday People today and a fair amount of general 
trouble in Fleet Street, and a continuing rurobling 
over the matter of two builders' pickets jailed 
for conspiracy. (BBC 2, 18.55, 19 January 1975)31 

,As .the Glasgav Media Group under1ines, the category ri unrest" is 

ùsed
G 

simu1 taneously to frame diverse phenomena such as strikes, 

short.-time working, and a conspiracy case: "The preferred hearing 

of these as mere1y cases of unrest. ,,32 

~s c1early that we see (since we are talking of, television) éHl .. û 
.1 

In short, wben the consistency 
~ 

rule is operathre, a potentially arnbiguous c-ategory or sentence 

.. 
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will tend not to be app~ehended as su ch • This particular 

example serves to highlight what Hall, in the former passage, 

refers, to as the interpretive work which go es into connecting. 

discrete events wi th one another, ~nterpret~ve work which, 

through ib mappings of events into broader frameworks of 

meaning, tends at the same time to obscure the particulari ties 

and constitutive contexts of these events. 
~ 

" 

For Hall, the indexing of larger networks of mean~ng 

also has the effect of produéîng ttpreferred readings" at the 

encoding end of the communi,cative process; i t ~s these pref'" 

erred readings, he rnaintains, which def~ne and delLm~t the 

work of decoding by audiences-publics. He emphasizes, how-

ever, that the encoding of preferred readings does not issue 

unproblematically from the specif~city of the production 

praptices Of the public communications media, 'or from the 
, " 

formaI news values which inform these practices.
33 

The 

connotative mappings which produce Dreferred readings of 

messages are not, in other words, ta be viewed as implying 

a residual "pluralism" of meanings which are "equal among 

themselves. " Rather, Ha'll accbrds that these connota tive 

mappings already have the Il institutionaljpoli tical/ideological 
34 . 

order imprinted on them." Or, as Tuchman would put i t, 

these rnappings are tied not only to the, indexicality of 

j,ournalistic accounts, but to the reflexive embeddedness of 

these accounts ,in society and its institutions: journalists 

-
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are not only Mediators of public communication but are societal 

members as well, wi th their own common-sense knowledqe about 

the workings of society. Hall elaborates: 

, , 

CDnnotative codes are not equal among themselves. 
Any society/culture tends, with varying degrees 
of closure, to Dnpose ~ts classifications of the" 
social and cultural and oolitical world. These 
constitute a dominant cuitural arder, though lt 
is neither univocal nor uncontested. This 
question of the 'structure of d~scourses in , 
dom~nance' 15 a crucial point. The different areas 
of social l~fe appear to be mapped out into 
discursive domains, hierarch~cally organized into 
dominant or preferred meanings. New, problematic 
or troûblinq events, which breach our expectancies 
and run counter to our 'common-sense constructs', 
to our 1 taken-for-granted , knowledge of socia~ 
structures, must be assigned to their discursive 
demains before they can be said to 'make sense.' 
The most conunon way of 'mapping' them ~s to assign 
the new to sorne domain or other of the ex~st1ng 
'maps of problematic soc~al reality.' We say 
dominant, not 'determined,' because it lS always 
poss~ble to order, classify, assign and' decode an
event within more than one 'mapping.' But we say 
'dominant' because ther~ exists a pattern of 
'preferred readings': and these both have the 
institutional/polit~cal/ideological arder bmprinted 

. in thern and have themselves become institutionalized. 
Tbe demains of 'preferred meanings' have the whole 
social order embedded in them as a set of meanings, 
practices and beliefs: the everyday knowledge of 
social structures, of 'how things work for aIl 
practical purposes in this culture' the rank order 
of power and interest and the structure o'f legitbma
tions, lim~ts and sanctions. Thus to' clarify a 
'misunderstanding' at the connotative level, , ... e must 
refer, through the codes, to th~ orders of social . 
life, of economic and political power and of ideology.35 

This passage succinctly foregrounds the representational 

problernatic which ,informs Hall' s grounding of the concept of 

distorted communication as weIl as his development of the 
'" 

suppositi~ undel(lying his representational model of differential 

decoding. 

l.l'\ 

------------------~--------------------~--------~--..-------.-~~--------------------I-"--------N ___ ~. 
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On the basis of h~s extrapolations conceming the construc

tion of preferred readings, Hall goes on to present a refuta-

tion of types of aud~ence-based research which are based on 

an unproblemat~zed not~on of the "misunderstandings" ~ssu~ng 

from the lack of equ~valency between the encod~~g-decod~ng 

moments ~n the commun~cative process. Spec~flca~ly, he takes 

issue w~th admInistrative-type, pollcy-orlented research 

which seeks to explain, v::..a the psychologl.cal construct of, 

select1--;-e perception,. "aberrant" decodlng ?ractices t'Y 

audiences-publics. Hqll p~npoints the rationale of this type , 

of research as inherIng from the need to apprehend why 

audiences do not necessarily take encoded mean~ngs as they 

were originally intended to be taken. According to Hall, 

what is implicitly assumed in this type of research, Il is, 

that [audiences] are not operating within the 'dominant' or 

'preferred' code. Their [le. the public communicators' ~ ideal 

is 'perfectly tra~~~rent communication.' Instead, wha! they 

have to confront is 'systematically distorted comInunication. ",,36 

Hall ffinphasizes that selectl.ye perception" is the door via 

which a residual pluralism evades the compulsion of' a highly 
~ - 37 

struétured, asyrnmetrical and non-equi valent process." He 

clairns moreover that '" selective perception r is almost never 

'l'as 'selective, random or privatized as the concept suggests. 

The patterns exhibit, across individual variants, significant 

clusterings. Any new approach t'o audience studies will there-

' ... 

ouu 

Il 
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fore have ta begin with a critique of 'selective perception' 

38 
theory. n 

Hall' s representatic:nal m:XIel of differentJ..al decoding proceeds 

fram tWQ .. f;ounda tional assumptions. FJ.rst, that whJ.le decoding s 

are alreaày constraJ.ned by the preferred readJ.ngs estahlJ.shed 

at the encoding end, they are not nevertheless totally sub-

ordinated ta these readJ.ngs. That is to say, the preferred 

readings estahlJ.shed by encoders roerely provide the parameters, 

or rOJ.nts of reference, in relation to which decodings will 

be articul~ted. The second assumption is that decoding 

practJ.ces' cannot he adequately apprehenèed via recourse to 
-

a theory of selective perce~tion. Rather, these practices 

can (Hall maintains), only fully ce apprehended in cognitive 

terms, that is, as issuing from diffe.œnt cognitive frames, 

Olr .... meaning- structures. 

Hall concei ves of his representatiœal m::xlel of di:ffeœntia~ 

decoding as a hypothetical model pf ideal-typical decoding 

positions, , a model through which he wishes to highlight "the 

39 
point of 'no necessary correspondence'" between the position-

alJ.ties of encoders and decoders, respectively. 

The first hypothetical position he identifies is the 

dominant-hegemonic position. He elaborates: 

When thé~viewer takes the connoted meaning from, 
say, a television newscast or current affairs . 
programme full and straight, and decodes the message 
in terms of the reference code Cie. meaning
structure] in which it has been encoded, we might 

f' 
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say that the viewer is operating ins~de the dominant 
code rie. meaning-structureJ. This is the ideal
typical case of 'perfectly transparent communication' -
or as close as we ~re l~k~ly to corne to it 'for 
aIl practical purposes, ,"40 

Hall propounds that the donl.lnant "code" is also to be seen 

as a hegemonic cofte in that dominant definitions of the 

si tuation "connect events, impl ici tly or e.xplici tly, to grand 

total~zations, to the great syhtagrnatic v~ews-of-the-world: 

they take 'large v~ews' of issues: they relate events to 

the 'national interest' or to the level of geo-politics, 

even if they make these connections in truncated, inverted 

or mystif ied ways." 41 He defines a Itegemonic v~ewpoint as 

follows: 

i t def ines wi thin i ts terms the mental horizon, the 
universe, of possible meanings, of a whole sector 
of relations in a society or culture; and ••. it carries 
with it the stamp of legitimacy - it appears 
coterminous with what is 'natural, , 'inevitable,' 
'taken for granted' about the social order. 42 

The second hypothetical position Hall identifies is the 

negotiated position: 

Decoding within the negotiated version contains a 
mixture of adaptive and oppositional elements: it 
acknqwledges the legitLmacy of the hegemonic defini
tions to make the grand s~gnifications (abstract), 
while, at a more restr~cted, situational (situated) 
level, it makes its own ground rules - it opera tes 
with exceptions to the rule. It accords the 
privileged position to the dominant definitions of 
events while reserving the right to make a more 
negotiated application to 'local conditions,' to 
its oWn more corporate positions •..• Negotiated 
codes opera te through what we might calI particular 
or situated logics: and these logics are sustained 

Qi 
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by the differential and unequal relation to the 
discourses and logies of power.... We suspect that 
the great majority of so-ealled 'misunderstandings' 
arise from the contradictions and disjunctures 
between hegemonie-dominant encodings and~egotiated
corporate decodings. It i5 just these rnismatehes 
in the levels which rnost provoke defin1ng elités and 
professionals to ~dentify a 'failure in communica
tions. ' 43 

The third and final rosition Hall identifies is the 

oppositionai position: 

FinaIly, i t is possible for a viewer perfectly to<~~ 
understand bath the literaI and the connotative 
inflection given by a discourse but to decode the 
message in a globally contrary way. He/she detotalizes 
the message in the preferred code in order to 
retotalize the rnes~~ge within sorne alternative frarne-
work of referenee. ' 

Hall advances the foundational clairn that this reoresentaticnal 

model of "idea~-type" dec9ding positions serves to "ré-present 

the common-sense notion of 'rnisunderstandings' in terms of 

a theory of 'systematical'ly distorted communication.' ,,45 It 

is precisely this clairn which needs to be subjected ta critical 

serutiny. For chis clairn suggests that the model of differential 

decoding represents the definitive grounding of Habermas' 

theoretical construct of systernatically distorted communication. 

We propose, thus, ta critically examine the underlying supposi-

tions of this model in arder to determine whether or not Hall's 

grounding of the eonstruct is a valid one. 

As has been seen, the key supposition underlying Hall's 

an~tysis in its entirety, has been that public cOMmunica~ions 

systems exhibi t structural constrains 1 constrain ts', moreover t 

-
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that he views as being generic to these communications systems. 

The systematic distortion of communication he has in turn 

posited as issuing from these structu~al constraints in their 
\ 

specificity and in their historicity. Moreover, it has been 

seen that Hall t s conceptualization of systematic distortion has 

rested on the posi ting of an ideal-norm of perfectly transparent 

communication; that is ta say, the concept of distorted communica

tion has been articulated in relation to this ideal-nom of 

perfect transparency. 

The central problernatic issuing from Hall' s groundin~ of 

the concept of distortion in terms of an ideal-norm of trans-

parent communication i5, it is suggested, the nature of the 

proposed correspondance between Habermas' çonstruct of an 

ideal speech situation and Hall's construct of transparent 

communication. This correspondance is crucial insofar as 

Habermas' theorization of systematically distorted communica

tion presupposes the construct of an "ideal speech situation, 

one which, it will be recalled, is characterized by a pure 

intersubjectivity of ~utual understanding between speaking 
1 ..... 

subjects, and by ~ consensus achieve9 in unrestrained and 

universal discourse. 

This proposed correspondance is problematic in two respects. 

First, because whereas an "ideal speech situation is grounded 

in the intersubjectivity of ordinary language communication 

between speaking subjects 1 the construct of perfectly 

t . 
I~ _______________ ·, __________________________________ ~ _____ è 

I.s ............ --------------------~·~------------------------~~---------------- ----- ~----~---------
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transparent communication is grounded in media-mediated forms 

of communication. And second, because whereas an ideal speech 

situation represents a communicâtional context that is ipso 

facto divorced from institution~lized power relations, the case 

of perfectly transparent communication is articulated, ~ posteriori, 

in relation to th~se power relations, ones which Hall views as 

already informing dominant-hegemonic meaning-structures. 

As concerns the first problematic, it,may be specified 

that both ordinary language communication and rnedia-rnediated 

communication may, frorn a historico-anthropological perspective, 

be analytically posited as conforming to (what Habermas terrns) 

the historically invariant dimension of Il interact;'ion. Il How-

ever, neither Habermas' universal-pragmatic analysis of the 

formaI requirements pertaining to an ideal speech situation, 

nor Hall's formalization of the conditions pertaining to 

perfectly transparent communication are explicitly thematized 

on this level--indeed, were they to be th~matized on this level, 
"'--

they would inèxtricably succurnb to an episte~OlOgiCal category_C 

mistake as concerns the distinction betwee{ the "theoretical" 

and the "meta-theoretical," as weIl as a m)thodOIOgiCal 

category-mistake as concerns the distinction between synchronie 

and diachronic modes of analysis. 

As concerns the second problematic, it may be specified 

that H~ll'~ding of the construct of perfectly transparent 

cornrnunicati~Uggests a rhetoricai strategy of "a~propriating'" 

" 

-



( 

\ 

an objectivistic definition of undistorted communication 

precisely in order to critique this objectivistic definition. 

For, as has been noted earlier in this exposition, Hailis 

contention is thqt while an objectivistic definition of 

perfectly transparent communication may conforrn to the organ-

izationally and institutio~ally embedded interests of media 

professionals, the tact of "systematically distorted cornmun-

ication" nevertheless calls into question this objectivistic 

definition. It i~ presently suggested, however, that while 

this rhetorical strategy rnay be valid in the context of an 
~'\'~~ , 

analysis concei ved' purely along the lines of a cri tique, i t 

is not valid in the context of an analysis1which pu~ports to 

"represen\t the conunon-sense notion of Irnü~understandings' 

in terrns of a theory of 'systematically distorted cornmunica-

t
, ,,,46 
10n. Hall' s analysis suggests 1 in other wo,rds, a 

confusion between types of inquiry, namely a confusion between 

a type of inquiry generically termed "cri tique" and a type 

of inquiry thÇlt rnay be terrned "theory-grounding." 
(' 

Fundarnentally, Hall's project rnay be deerned problematic 

because the concept of distorted conununication is grounded 

in representational rather than cornrnunicational terrns. 

The representational problematic which anirnates Hal1 l s 

,proj~ct is founded upon an à priori separation of the 

cognitive and interactional dimensions of the social produc-

tion of meaning. That is to say, the 'cogni ti ve' frames, or 

, 

' . . 
" 
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. . 
meaning-structures delineated by Hall are analytically dis-

sociated from the normative, action-orienting contexts in 

which the self-understandings of societal individuals are 

formed. This analytical reduction, while pertinent in the' 

context of a delineation of the structural discontinuities 

intrinsic to the process of media-mediation, i5 not, however, 

pertinen t if media âudiences are also to be viewed as "pub lies. " 

The concept of the public, as advanced by Habermas, 

designates an institutionalized locus of communication in 

which the production of meaning is tied both to intersubjectively 

grounded clainls ab'out fi the" '\4lorld of objects and events 1 and 

intersubjectively grounded claims about "our" social world 

of shared norms and values. The grounding of the éoncept 

of distorted communication would, accordingly, need to be 

problematized not in terms of the determinate moments of the 

encoding and dedOding of media messages, but in terms of the 

relation between the media and the public. Specifically, 

thls grounding would need to be informed by a problematic 

of public rationality. This problematic'will be elaborated 

upon in section 2.4 of this exposition. 

... -
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2.3 The Empirical Analysis of Different:ta:1-Group--Da~odinCl 
J~ } 

1 

Stuart Hall' s representational ro::xÈl of differential decoding 

may be seen as inviting the question of its pertinence as 
"-

concerns the empiri~al analysis of actual decoding practices 

by audiences-publics. It may be as~ed, for instance, whether 

a hypothetieal model of ideal-typical decoding positions lends 

i tself ta a forro of empirical analysis which would· account for 
, " 

the situational embeddedness of decoding practices, without 
1 

nevertheless abandoning the typological framework of the model 

itself. The empirical analysis of differential decoding would, 

in other words, have to demonstra~e, on the basis of its ethno-

graphie data, how and why specifie decoding practices differ 

from one another. It would moreover have to demonstrate that 

these practices cohere to a significant degree around the ideal-

typical positions posi ted by Hall. 

This question of the pertinence of Hall's typologîcal frame-

work has been taken up by David ~or1ey (1980) in a seminal 

ethnographie analysis of differential deeoding practices, 

entitled The Nationw~de Audience: Structure and Deeoding. 47 

The central guiding hypothesis of Morley' s analysis was that 

the different audiences sampled might be expected to produce 

readings of two pre-selected BBC-TV Nationwide programmes 

that would vary from "dominant" through "negotiated" through 

"OppOS1 tional" frameworks of decoding. This hypothesis was 

( 
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qperationali~ed by Morley in terrns of "whether different sections , 
of the audience shared, rnodi fied or re j ected the ways in which d 

'- 48 
topics had been encoded by the broadcasters." , Morley notes, 

moreover, that "this invol ved the attempt to ldenti fy the 

'lexico-referential systems' ernpIoyed by broadcasters and 

respondents.,,49 

The specifie hypotheses gover!1ing Morley' s analysis were 

that decodings might be expected to vary with: 

1) Basic socio-demographic factors: position in 
the structures of age, sex, race and class. 

2) Involvernent in various forros of cultural frame
works and identifications, either at the levei 
of formaI structures and institutions such as 
trade unions, political parties, or different 
~e~tions of the educational system; or at an 
informaI level in terms of involvewents 1n 
different sub-cultures"such as youth or student 
c':ll tu:e~ orstthose based on racial and cultural 
rnlnor1 tles. 

Furtherrnore, Morley's analysis hypothesized that decodings would 

vary with: 

3) Topic: principally in terms of whether the,..i 
topics treated are distant or 'abstract' in 
relation to particular groups' own experience
and alternative sources of information and 
perspecti v~/as opposed to those which are 
situatedfto --them more concretely.... Nha t, 
we nJied/ know i5 precisely what kind of 
diffe nce it makes to the decoding of messages 
when the decoder has direct experience of th~ 
events being portrayed by the media, as compared 

.' to a situation in which the media account is 
the audience's only contact with the event? 
Does direct experie~ce, or access to an alter
native account to that presented by the media, 
lead to a tendency towards a negotiated or 
oppositional decoding of the message? 

" 
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4) Context: of particular concern here were the 
differences which might arise from a situation 

\ 

in which a programme is > decoded in an educa tional 
or work context, as compared with its decoding 
by the same respondents in the context of the 
family and home. 51 _ 

Morley notes that the dimension of context was not covered in 

his analysis. He emphasizes, however, that its absence should 

not be taken as vitiatipg his results; his claim being that 

there is a "fundamental level of consistency of decodings across 

~ontexts, ,,52 a consistency that he attributes to the specifici ty 

1i the normative, socioethnic framing context which determines 

the lexico-referential systems employed in other, more occasional 

èontexts. 

The key rnethodological technique used by Morley was the 

focused interview technique ori'ginally developed by t1erton (1955). 

Morley describes this technique as one which hégins ~ith the 
. . 

most " na turalistic" responses and which then progressively moves 

towards a more structured probing of hYPotheses'1 3 He specifies 

that, in the context of his Nationwide audience analy~is, 

The initial stages of interviewing were non-directive; 
only in subsequent stages of an interview, having 
attempted to establish the 'frames of reference' . 
and 'functioning vocabulary' with which respondents 
defined the situation, did l begin to introduce 
questions abQut the pro~~amme material based on 
earlier analyses of it. , 

" Moreover, this methodological technique,was used"by Morley in 

the context of the analysis of social groups, groups which were 

delineated onethe basis of basic sociodemographic factors (cited.'· 
-! > • 

above) as weIl as on 'the basis of shared institutional settings 

I--------------------·---------·----------~------------~---------------------
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Which, taken toqether, were se en as contributinq to their 

respecti ve sens~ s of group-identi ty • 

Morley substantiates his methodological decision to make 

the group, rather than the individual, the unit of analysis on 

the grounds that the isolation of individuals from their 

respec'ti ve social. contexts tends to "tre'at indi viduals as th4t 

autonomous repositories of a fixed set of individual 'opinions' 

isolated from their social contexts. ,,55 For Morley' s analysis 

purported ta focus upon the process of public opinion formation 

vithin clearly delineated social contexts in order to account 

for, what Habermas would term, the normative contexts in wbich 

the self-understandinqs of social groups are established. 

Finally, Morley' s analysis of social ~?ups proceeded from the 
\. 

supposition that -the differences in decodinqs, between the 

groups trom the different [sociodelDOCJraphic] cat"egories ia (far 

qreater than the level of difference and variation vithin the 

groups •• 56 

Morley t s ana1ysis of the <kta accrued throuqh the fçcused 

interview techl1ique vas in tum conducted at three levels: 

the level of lexical repertoires, the level of patterns of 

arqumentation, and the level of the premises through which 

arguIIents are structured, 

At the first level l have attempted to establish· 
the visibl.e particulari ties' in the lexical 
repertoires of the different qroups' - where 
particular terlD.$ and patte~s of phrase mark 
off the discourses of the di.fferent groups one 
fram another. Here it has been of particular 

, \ 
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interest to establish where, because of differences 
in ovet~ll per5pect;ive, the same terms can function 
in distinct ways within the discourses of the differ.nt 
groups. AI 

At a second levei l have been concerned to 
identify the patterns of argumentation and the 

.manDer of referring te evidence or of formulating 
viewpoints whieh different groups predominantly 
employ. Bere, for instance, an at tempt has been 
made to establish how the central topie areas 
identified in the programme analysis (' eODlllOn
sense,' 'indi viduality , 1 'the famiJ.y,' • the 
nati.on,' etc.) are formulated by the different 
groups. 

At a thi.rd level l have been concerned with 
the underlying coqniti ve or ideological premises 
which structure the argument and i ta logic. Bere 
Gerbner' s work on proposition analysis (1964) has 
provided the main guide. As Gerbnèr definesit, 
the aim of this fom of ana.1ysis i5 to 'make exp1icit 
the implicit propositions, assurnptions' or norms -iJ 
which underlie and make it 10gica.11y acceptable 
to advance a particu1ar opinion or point of view. 
In this way, dec1arative statements may be reconstructed 
in terms of the simple propositions which support 
or underpin them (e.g. in terms of a question in 
an interview, exp1icating the asswnptions which are 
probahly be ing he Id in arder for i t to makè sense 
to ask that question). 'rhus, the implied premise of 
the following question (Nationwide ~id1ands Today) : 

Q: 'But how will this research help us?' t;bat is -it 
9'oin'1 te do for us?' 

would be recenstructed as: 

'Everyone knows most academic research is point
~e8s. Can yeu establish your credentials as 
actually doing research which will have practica1 
use-va:fue,?t 57 " 
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f . 
Morley' s analysis of the decodings of 28 groups, categ-

orized according to their respective institutional affiliations 

(namely apprentice groups, trade union groups, teacher training 

aollege groups, black further education students, and higher 

education students), served to foreground two key problematics 

through i ts findings. 

Thè central finding was that, contrary to what has been 

ted 58 1 .. d . d' l suqges , casa pos1t10n oes not ~n any way ~rect y cor-

relate vith decodings. A nurnber of groups sharing a common 

class position were seen to decode in significantly different 
1 

ways depending upon the discourses and institutional settings 

vith which they had corne into contact~ Morley articulates the 

problematic underlying this finding as follows: 

The problematic proposed here does not attempt 
to derive decodings directIy from social class 
position or reduce them to it; it is always a 
question of 'how social position e~';1s particular 
discourse positions produce spec1 ~c readings1 
r~adings which are structured because the structure 
of access ta different discourses is determined 
by social position. 59 

For example, Morley's analysis showed that the apprentice 

qroupa, the trade union/shop stewards groups and the black 

further education students, while sharing a common clase posi-

tion, nevertheless decoded in ways influenced more by the 

discourses and institutions with which they had come into contact. 

Specifically, it was seen that as concerns the decodinqs of 

the "1.9/5/76"programme (see appendix 2a,p.1l8)it was those groups 

most highly placed in the educational system which came closest 

• 1 
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to an appositional decoding of the programme material (see 

appendix 2b, p. lli). Ha.E~,in the decoding~ of the "Budget" 

programme (23/3/77), which, as Morley points out, deait more 

directly with issues of class-and politics, there tended to be 

a "greater convergence of middle class positions with dominant 

or negotiated perspectives and working class positions with 

more oppositional readings .. 60 (see appendix 2b). 

In sum, Morley views these successive polarizations in 

the decoding practices of the working-class groups on the one 

hand, and the middle-class groups on the other, as issuing from 

the exigency that the fields of representation, or discourses, 

pertaining to the two individual programs were either central 

or peripheral in relat~on ta these groups' respective position-

alities in the social structure; that is, the structure of 

access to different discourses is seen by Morley as being deter-

mined by social position. 

The second key problematic Morley identifies on the basis 

of a comparison of the differential decodings of different 

groups which focus on opposite aspects of the Nationwide program} 

He sees this problematic as being mast clear~y highlighted in 

the limit-case of the dominant decodings of the bank managers 

group on the one hand, and the oppositional decodings of the 

trade union groups on the other (see appendix 2b): whereas 

the ~gers group was seen ta focus on the "style" of the 
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program to the relative exclusion of the framing of the issues 

themselves, the trade union groups were seen to focus on the 

program's framing of the issues to the relative exclusion of 

its style of presentation. According to ~\orley, this dis junc-

tion may he seen as an indication that Hall's model of differ-

ential decoding is, in a crucial respect, an inadequately 

conceptualized model. 

As a means of qverco~ing what he perceives to be a lacuna 

in Hall's conceptualization of differentia1 decoding, Morley 

proposes tp adopt an analytical distinction between two dimen

sions of communication advanced by Neale (1977) --- a distinc-

tion between the "ideological problematic" of a text-program, 

and the "mode of address" of a text-program. 61 As Morley 

phrases it, "the concept 'ideo1ogical problematic' designates 

not a se·t of 1 contents' but rather •.. the way a problematic 
. 62 

selects from, conceives and organizes its fleld of reference." 

Moreover, "the proolematic is importantly defined in the 

negative--as those questions or issues which cannot (easily) 
~ 

be put within a particular problematic--and in the positive 

as that set of questions or issues which constitute the dominant 

63 or preferred 'themes 1 of a pr?gramme. If The concept of mode 

of address designates, on the other hand, the "specifie communica-

tive forms and practices of a programme which constitute what 

would be referred to in literary criticism as its 'tone' or 

'style.' •.• The mode of address establishes the forro of the 

relation which the programme proposes to/with its aUdience.,,64 

I----------------------------------~"_·------------------------
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Fo~ example, the decodings of the managers group are seen 

by Morley as highlighting the programme' 9 mode of address at 

the expense of the ideological problematic imbricated in the 

program: 

Their attention focuses almost exclusi vely on the 
programme 1 s mode of add:tess, which they reject 
as 'just a tea-time entertainment programme, 
embarras s ing .•• patroni sing ..• expIai ting raw emo
tian •.. sensationalism.' Their adherence is ta a 
mode of address identifiable as 'serious current 
affairs'; they mention the Daily Telegraph, 
Panorama and the l-1oney Programme as models of 
1 good coverage' of these issues, and dismiss 
Nationwide in 90 far as it fails to live up~ ta 
the criteria established by this framework. 65 

He contrasts the decodings of the above group with the decodings 

of the shop stewards group (see appendix 2b): 

the shop stewards can accept the programme' s mode 
of address to sorne extent: ' It' s light enter tain
ment/not tao heavy/easy watching/quite good 
entertainment': what they reject is Nationwide's 
ideological formulation of the 1 issues. i Thus 
i~ the case of the 'Budget' programme the domipant 
readings concentrate their comment (which is 
largely critical) on the programme' s unacceptable 

.;? style or mode of address, while for them the 
ideological problematic passes invisibIy, non
controversially; whereas the opposi tionai readings 
focus immediately on the unacceptable ideological 
problematic, and the mode of address is treated 
as a subordinate issue and given Iittle comment -
or even apprecia téd. 66 

The finding, highlighted in the above examp1e of the de

codings of the shop stewards, that an ideo10gical prob1ematic 

rnay ei ther pass tr~sparently or "naturalistically" (the case 

of the "Budget" program), or be cognitively apprehended as 
1 

such (the case of the "19/5/76" program) may, accord~ng to 

1 
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, \ . 
Morley, be seen ta suggest the general principle that the 

unasserted (the obvious, natural, commonsensical) precedes 

and dorninates the asserted (particular positions advanced 
, . 

within this unasserted, taken-for-granted framework). That 

is to say, "As long as the (unasserted) 'frame' is shared 

between encoder and decoder then the passage of the problematic 

embodied in that frame is transparent. ,,67 This case of a shared 

"frame ft or problematic whether asserted or unasserted -- is 

in turn attributed by Morley ta the exigency that the insti-

tutionalized discourses through which the positionali ties of 

particular social gr\oups are articulated are parallel/comp-

lementary, as opposed to contradictory, in relation to the 

progr~m's di~course or representational field. For example, 

the groups which were apprehended by Morley as decoding in a 

dominant framework articulate their respective positionali ties 

through different,discourses (ie. radical co~servative, tradi

tional Conservative, etc.), discourses which neverthele~s were 

seen to complement/parallel the program discourse (see the 

breakdown of the various groups in appendix 2b). 

On the basis of his extrapolation of the principle that 

the unasse,rted takes precedence ~ over the asserted in a given 
, 

ideoloqical problematic, Morley advances the hypothesis that 

there are four specifie deeoding positions. These are l, as 

follows: ~ 

î 
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/1) Where the prob1ematic is unasserted and shared, 
and passes transparently (e.g. the unstated 
premise in a report that 'race' is a prob1em
which premise is 'unconsciously' shared by 
the decoder). 

2) Where a particular position within a problematic 
is asserted and acceptedi here the encoded posi
tion i5 accepted by the decoder but it is 
consciously r,egistered as a position (not a 
'natural fact') against other positions. To 
the extent that this is then a recognition of 
the nec~ssary partiality of any position it is 
a weaker structure than l(e.g. the explicitly ~ 
made and accepted statement that blacks cause 
unemployment) . 

3) Where a particular position within a problematic 
i8 asserted but rejected, while the problematic 
itself is not brought into question (e.g. the 
explicitly made statement that blacks cause un
employment is rejected as simply another of the 
politicians' endless excuses for their failures 
and the racist problernatic is not necessarily . 
challenged) . 

4) Where the underlying problematic is consciously 
registered and rejected (erg. a particular report 
with racist premises is deconstructed to reveal 
those premises and another problematic is inserted 
in i ts place). 68 

[See appendix 2c, p~20 for Morley' s diagrarnmatic 
illustration of these four deeoding positions]. 

It rnay be noted, by way of conclusion, that Morley' s 

~nalysis does, to a significant extent, attest to the pertinence 

of Hall' s model as concerns t-he empirical", ethnographie analysis 

of differential group decoding. However, it i8 presently 

suggested that the pertinence of Hall' s model issues from the 
, 

fact that it is a relativistic, typological mOdel of ideal-

typical modes of deeoding. and not from the specifie construet 1 
• 
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of cognitive meaning-structure or "code" which underlies this 

model. For i t may be argued that the reduction of socially 

produced and discursively articulated position~lities (even 

if conceived in ideal-typical terms) to the abstracted 

cognitivism of meaning-structures/codes is indefensible to 

the extent that "ideas" do not pre-exist the formulations 

and premises as weIl the specifie discourses through which 

these formulations and premises are produced. 

2.4 The Problematic of Public Rationality 

The central problematic which informs the critical the ory 

of Jürgen Habermas is, it will be suggested, a problematic 

of public rationality. 

This problematic was first enunciated by Habermas in 

an historical study of the emergence of modern bourgeois 

society, entitled Strukturwandel der 8ffentlichkeit. 69 This 

study analyzed the emergence of modern bourgeois society in 

terms'of two mutually constructive developrnents: the develop
-:/ 

ment of a "private sphere" t;.hat was to become legally sanctified 

as a sphere of individual property holders in the laissez-

faire marketplace of an emergent bourgeois economy<1 and, the 
u 

developmept of a "public sphere" - an institutionally sanctified 

forum of public dial09u~ - divorced from the restraints of 
) 

so-called traditional action-orientinq value-systems, such 

as those institutionalized in pre-secular society through the 

paternalism of Church and Monarchy • 
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A seminal thesis advanced in the context of this' 'study 

was that the emergence of a bourgeois public sphere produced 

a new form of rationali ty, ~ rationality divorced from the , 
exigency of legitimating the ,'tradition-bound norms and values 

which characterized a pre-secular society. According to 
......... 

Habermas, this new form of rationali ty could moreover be seen 

as lacking in historical precedent to the extent that it was 

a self-grounding, as opposed to a pre-grounded form of ration-

ality. That is to say, a11 aspects of public life were to be, 

under this form of rationality, Eotentially subject ta critical 

discussion and review. However, as Habermas has been clear: 

to point out, this rationality is also a limited and constrained 

rationality to the extent that it is not exempt from historically 

specifiable condi tions of repression and domination. 

For Habermas, the form of public rationali ty i5 also, in 

its ideal form, a comprehensive forro of rationality in that 

public questions "demand a rational discussion that is not 

focused exclusively either on the technical means or on the 

application of traditional behavioural norms. The reflection 

that is required extends"beyond the production of technical 

.. .. 70 
knowledge and the hermeneutical clarification of trad1- tl.ons. 

In fact, as has been seen, Habermas' discussïon of the 

consti tuti ve connection between knowledge and interest sough t 

to ground the case for such a comprehensive form of reason in 

metatheoretical terms; his unf.versal-pragmatic analysis of 

the fundamental norms of rational speech sought, in turn, to 

, 
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substantiate this case in cornmunications-theoreticai terrns. 
! 

Habermas contends that public rationality, as a cornpre-, 

hensive form of rationality capable of addressing practical 

questions of life-conduct is, in its contemporary manifesta·::/' ,..----<' 
tian 1 aiso a limi ted form of rationali ty ta the extent that 

the liberal-democratic institution of the pUblic does not 

perform the role cast for i t in liberal-democratic theory. 

That is to say, the liberal-democratic ideal of an informed 

citizenry capable of exerting its political will on the basis 

of normati vely established needs, goals and values is, for 

Habermas, an ideal that has been, to a considerable extent, 

short-changed due to a relative exclusion of practical 

questions from public discussion. 

The problernatic of public rationality i5 also thematized 

by Alvin Ç;ouldner"in a seminal historical study entitled The 
- 71 

Dialectic of Ideology and Technology. In this study, 

Gouldner i5 seen ta advance the problematic of public ration-

ali ty in terms of the relation between the media and the 

public, a relation which he underscores in historicai terms. 

Gouldner 1 S 5 tudy proceeds from the founda tional claim, 

" also advanced by Habermas in his Strukturwandel der Offentlich-

~, that the emergence of the so-called ma5S media and of 

the "public" are mutually constructive development5 • Gouldner 

apprehends the emergence of the "public'" in dialectical terms, 

as an attenuation between cul ture-at-large on the one hand, 

• j 
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and patterns of social interaction on the other. He propounds 

that such a "public" is of a fundamentally different nature 

than the tradi tional social l "group" : 

Tradi tional 'groups' are characterized by the 
association and mutual support of bath e lements; 
by the fact that their rnembers have patterned 
social interactions tvith one another which, in 
turn, fosters among them common understandings 
and shared interests which, again in turn, 
facilitates their mutual interaction, and so on. 
A 'public', 'refers to a number of people exposed 
to the same social stimuli,' and having samething 
in cornrnon even wi thout being in persisling inter
action with one another. (John Bennett and Melvin 
Tumin) 'Publics' are persons who need not be 'co
present,' in the 'sigh t and7~earing of one another. ' 
(E.B. Reuter and C.N. Hart) 

It need here be underlined that this construct of the "public" 

is a descriptive, sociological construct: Habermas' construct 

of a "public sphere" is, in contradistinction, an ~nalytical 

construct grounded in an historical analysis of the emergence 

of the institutional framework of modern bourgeois society. 

It need moreover be emphasized that while 'Habermas is seen to 

use the term ~'rUbliC," his use of the term nevertheless suggests 

more an "idea!" public which is fully capable of exerting i ts 

"will to reason," for Habermas contends tha t the empirically 

existing lim! ts' to public rationali ty can only be' anal'ytically 

apprehended on the hasis of an a priori conceptualization of 

a fully rational public. 

Gouldner ia seen to ground the problematic of public 

rational.ity in terms of a distinction between information that 
"J 

is producèd and disseminated in mul timodal contexts of socia1 
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i.nteraction, and information that is mediated by the modern , 
public communications media~ As concerns the lat~er, he notes 

that 

With the growth of the mass media, exemplified at 
first by printing, nurnerous persons were now 
exposed to a continuous flow of information, at 
more or less the same time. Information becomes 
decontextualized, for i t must be made intelligible, 
interesting and convincing even to persans of 
diverse backgrounds and interests, persons who 
dO not know one anothe r and do not meet and 
interact .... t\Tith the growth of the mass media, 
social interaction was less requi si te for cult uJ;'al 
communali ty. People might now share information 
and orientations, facts and values, wi thout mutual 
access and interaction. The problem ... a7~ses as 
to how persons can evaluate information. 

Gouldner con tends that the de- g:rounding, or decon textualization, 

of situationally grounded information by the public cornrnunica-

tions media may be seen to rai se the question of how this 

information i 5 in turn re-grounded by a'udience~-publics. How-

ever, for Gouldner, this question also premises the underlying 

question of whether this, de-grounded information admits of a 

rationally motivated re-grounding 1 that i5 to say, of a re-

grounding by a rational public. His provisional answer ta 

this latter question is that there are definite limits to 

public ratianality as concerns the re-grounding of media-

" mediated information. He understands these limi ts ta public 

ra tionali ty as issuing fram the exigency that the public 

communications media con5titute a locus of contradiction between 

opposi te tendencies: a tendency, on the one hand, to encourage 

and foster public ratfonality, and a tendency, on the other 

hand, ta restrain and delimi t public rationality. 

--_ .. 

r 
1 

1 

1 

\ 
\ 

! 



t 
l, 
1 
\ 

1 , . 
1 

102 

As concerns the tendency of thé media to foster public 

rationality, Gouldner coneurs wi th the arqument r oriqinally 

propounded'""by Robert E. park,74 that- the media's provision of 

"diverse sources of potentially variable accounts of the 

imputedly same event" 75 tends to mobilize public attention 

and interest and to encourage a cri tical dialogue as to the 

relative merits and demerits of different accounts of the same 

event. Gouldner suggests, moreover, that because the media 

(in liberal-democratic society) are relatively autonomous, 

bo~ndaried systems not tied to exclusive1y reproducing the 

accounts of official managers of social institutions; they are 

also in a position to generate convincing accounts of social 

reali ty which issue from differ.ent societal sector~. Succinctly 

stated, "quite apart from their 'objectivity, t media must 

generate accounts that differ in !2!!!!!. measure (even if they 

do not 'expose' or criticize), from the accounts rendered by 

76 
social managers." 

f 
As concerns the tendency of the media t? delimit -public 

. 
rationality~ Gouldner contends that media accounts of social 

reality May also he apprehended by publics as lacking any 

grounding at aIl in ~ the sensë that "wh~t is important for people 

ta know about .their lives has becpme pl!oblematic, and can ... no 
~ 

1 b tak . ft 77 h . h d" t' onger e en as g~ven. T at 18 to .say, t e lS)unC lon 

between a plethora of factual accounts in the forro. of news 

on the one hand, and intersubjectively grounded norms and 

values on the ether, rnay be construed as being irrevocable 

" 
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to the ertent that the "reports· issued by the -.dia cm no 
o 

longer be tranalated into action-orientinq "COIIIIIIaDds" by 
f 

" publics. The attendant problem may thus be apprehended .s 

a problem of, translating media-mediated information into the 

situationality and sociality of ·memine;." 

Since public rationali ty i5 al80 to be seen as a compre

hensive fom of rationality (HaberDlfS), a radical disjunction 
1 ~I 

f.~.? . ... ·~between facts and values May further be construed as premising 

a disjunction between the constitutive contexts in}..lIhich truth 

claims are grQunded and the constitutive contexts in which 

rightness claims are grounded. It suggests, in other words, 

that utterances about, "the· world of objects and events, and 

utterances about "our" social world of shared norms 1 values 

and i'oles no longer complement oqe ano~her as mutually 

contextua1izinq "reports" and "è~n.s": the "is" and the 

"ouqht," as weIl as "theory" a:nd. ·practicè" may henee be said 
4 ~ 

to be radi~ally disjoined. 
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CQlCLUDlNG REMAlUtS 

lt has been suggested in the present study that a 

comprehensi ve grounding of Habermas' concept of distorted 

communication cannot be effected in terms of an exclusively 

representational problematic. Rather, this grounding must • 

account for publics as loci of communication in an "infor-

mation society" where information is i tsel. f largely "media-

mediated. " 

Since publics are both the "sources" and the "receivers" 

of media-mediated information, a key problematic that needs 

ta be addressed is whether this information, once severed 

from its constitutive contexts, can be rationally re-grounded . 
by publics. This is funda.mentally seen as li problematic 

of public rationality in that utterances about "the" wor!d 

of objects and events, and utterances about "our" social 

world of shared norms, values and raIes need to take the 

form of mutualLy contextualizing "reports" and "commands." 

To the extent that media-mediated "reports ft cannot be 

translated into action-orienting "commands" -by publics, 

public rationality is itself seen as a constrained form of 

ra tionali ty • 
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APPENDIX lIb 

! BIICk F.E. 
Groups 

Black F.E. 
Group 

Forma 0 f Dominan t Code 
Groups 

26 
21, 24 
1-6 & 27 
10, 12 

Print Management: radical Conservative 
Bank Management: traditiona1 Conservative 
Apprentices: Populist-Conservati vejcynical 
Schoolboys: deferential (?) 

Forma of Negotia ted Code 
TeaËher Training College Students: Conservative Leavisite 
University Arts Students: radical Leavisite 

14:tIS 
7,19 
8,18 

20,22 
Photography Students: technicist 'professiona1' perspecti~. 
Trade Union OfficiaIs: Labourist t official' perspective : , 

Forma of ~!osi tional Code 
Il, 13 ,1~ , ,25 Black F.E. Students: alienated' critique of 

23 
silence 1: subcultural perspective. 
Shop Stewards: radical rank , file perspective: 
class perspective. 

Source: David Morley. The Nationwide Audience: Structure and 
Decoding. (.London: British Film Institute, 1980), 
pp. 136-137. 
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