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the first tousrds foz-c ¢ the second towsrds zoe
uestions. .y gin, borvayer, iz to try e holg ®
single fraiework. iy rorzase is to surmest that, in the ar=lvsis of
culture, Lac inter-comnection tettesp stcietsl struciurss and Frocesses
and formzl or syttoliec siructures = 2usclutely pivotal. I srorose t-

orzenize oy reflcctions =rounc

1]

2 ruestion of the encoding/decoding

203ents in the coimunicative pr;cessf ard, frei this taze, to argue
that, in sscieties 1ize Surs, coiacunication teotween tha vroduction
elites in broadccsting and their cucicnces iz tecessarily = forn of
'systematically cdistortes cozgunicagtion’™. T
direci teariug on ‘cultural rolicies®, zepscizlly those nelicizs of
ecucation, ete hich aight bte “irected to ards 'R n

receive the televicicen comimunicstion tetter, mors effoetivaly’. I
tirerefore want, fo- ihe meZont, to retaio a bouse in the seniotic/linsuistic
aurroach to 'televisual languacze': to suyroes:, nowever, that this
rerspective prozerly intersects, on one side, with sccizl and coonomic
Ecc his recon ntly czlled

struciuvres, on t'iz other gife with what Usmberis E
‘the logic of cultures* (1), This mesns thzt, thaw

z0 T =211 adopt &
szixiotic yerz":ciive, I ¢o net re-ard this ~s infexirg = clo-ed formal

concern with the
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alone. It must zlso include € concern with th~ *soc'cl rel-tionzs' of
the comrmnicetive brocess, and agroeizli £
‘competences’ (at the yrodectiog cfd receiving end) in tke use of that
laurus=e (2).

s = v = - - % a 4 g PRy
In bis paper {(3) frofeseor Lalloros hies sPorerly yaiged th: -uestion

stedying “the hole mess Se.lunicziion process’’, from the stricture of

o
t:z production of tho essare ot one end to auficoce mereo-

2% the other. Thiz emihasis on “‘the vkole communicative zrecesst is a
commrehensive, Irarer zad tirzcly one. Eowever, it ie worth raninding

ourselves that there is soiethin~ disiinetive zhout tho product, zrd

the ractices of ¥roduciion and circulatien in ecamtnications which

ches this frop oiker t¥yres of rrodo
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R Proctices and structures in to clevigsion is the Fredoctien
o

of 2 nessace: that i, a si fn=vepicle, or rother simm-vechicles

Eiecific Hingd oranizaed, 1it-g any uvther Ta-r of cotmenicstion or
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lanpuase, through the operation of codes, wit:in the syntasmetic chains
of a2 discourse. The zpparatus and sirectures of rroduction issue,

at a certein mozment, in the foro of a symbolic vehicle constituted
wit™in the rules of "lan;uage’. It is in this 'phenomenzl form' that

the circulation of the ‘nroduct’ takes place. f ecourse, even the
trancoission of this symbolic vohicle recuires its material substratum -
video-tape, fila, thke transpitting cnd receiving spnaratus, ete. It is
slso in this synbolic foru that the reception of the ‘procduct’, and its
distribution betuween different sesrments of t“. sudience, tzkes place.
Oncz accompliished, the tronsiation of that messagz into societal
structures must te made again for +ha circuit to be corpleted. Thus,
whilst in nc way wanting tc limit rosearch tc - follosing only those lends
which emerge from content anslysis” (i}, we must recognize that the
symtolic form of the nmessage has s privelared position in thz conm~vnica-
—tive exchange: and that the zonents of 'enceciag' znd fdecoding',
though only ‘relativoly autonomous'in relsaticn to tne communicative pro-

—-cess as a waole, =Te determinate moments. T,e ra¥ higtoriczl event

cannst in taat fora be tronsmitica by, Soy, @ television ne s-cast.

It csn only be sirnified within the zural-visuol for.s of the televisual
kj

languaze. 1o the moument then the nistorieal svent passes under the sign
of lani uage, it is subject to 211 the conplex forucl *rules® by which

lonpuzee signifies. To put it paradoxically, the event must become a
'story' bofore it com baconme a coomunicative evert. In that moient,

the formel sub-rvlee of lanfuage arc 'in do=inasncc', without, of course,
subordinating out oi existence the historical event so signified, or the
historicael consecuences of the event having teep signified 1in this way.
The 'massc-e-form' dis the necesssry rorr of the appearznce of the event
in its possage from scurce to receiver. Trus the transposition into and
out of the 'messcre-forn' or the peaning-dimension ler mote of exchange
of the ﬂessa;e] is no: o rendou 'moment', -jhich we can take uy or ignore

for the sale of monvenience or oizplicity. The 'messaze-forn' is 2
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determinate moment, though , at anatrer level,
-movenents of the communications sysicl only, and¢ re-uires, at angther
stare, to be intecrated into the essential rclations of communication of
which it forms only o part.

From this reneral persnective, wWe uay crudely choracterise the
communicative excliange as follows. The institutionzl struciures of
broadessting, with their jnstitutionsl structures and net or:s of

production, their orranized routines and technical infrastructures,
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are reouired to produce th: programce. lroduction, here, iritiates the

H

nessage: in one sense, then, the eircueii kesins here. Of course, the
production precess is franed throughovt by nmeaninpgs sod ideas: lnovledge-

in-use concerning the rcutines of productio technical skills, pro-

I,
-fessicnal ideclogies, institutional !inoiledre, definitions ond ossunpti-
-ons, assuuptions zbout the audience, ete frzo the passoge of the
programne through this preduction structure. However, thoush the
production struciures of television originate the television messare,
ti:ey do not constitute a closed system. They fra~ towics, treatnments,
agendas, events, perscnncl, imases of the audience, '"definitions of the
situation' from the wider socic-cultural sund politicel system of which
they are only a differentiated part. Fhiliy Fflliott has expressed this
point succinctly in his discussion of the /2y in which the audience
is Loth the source and the receiver of thes television messsrce. Thus
circulation end reception azre, indeed, 'moments' of the production pro-
-cess in television, and are incorporsied, viaz a nuober of skewed and
structured 'feed-backs', back inio the production process itself.
The consusption or recertion of the television nesszpge is thus itself a

'morient' of the production process, though t

ih latter is “predominant”™

e
because it is the ‘point of departure for the realization' of the
nessage. froduciior and receptien of the television nessage are, not,
therefore, identieal, but they orec relatsd: they are differentiated
mozsents within the totality formed by the communicaiive process as a
whole.

t 2 certain point, mowever, the Trosdcasting siructures must yield
8n enceded nessarce in the forn of & geaningful discourse. The institution-
-societal relations of production must pass int: and through the oodes of
g language for iis product to ke ‘rezlized'. This ini
differentiated moment, in -‘hich the forzal rules of disccurse snd language
operate. Before this message can have en 'effect' (however cefinsd), or
satisfy a 'need' or bte put te 2 'use', it uust first be perceived as a

mczningful discourse and ms de-coded. It is this set of

eriual, cognitive, ecmotionsl,
ideological or Tehavioursl conseruences. 1o o determinsie mooert, the
i L A pl d : yields 'mess ': ot t ina
Elruciure employs a code anc yields a "message': at another deterpinzte
mostent, the "nessapge', wia its decodinrgs, issues into a structure.
de ars now fully aware that this re-entry into the structures of

-

audience reception and 'use' carnot te understood in simple tehavoural




terrs., uffects, uwses, "nreztificatic arg themselves framed by

o
structures of understanding, as well a5 social and econonic structures

ich shape its !

[
rexlization’ ot the recsption end of thz chain, and

which permit the meanin
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rusrge to ke transposed into
conduct or ceonsciousnass.

progremme as
'mezningful disoourse

£
encoding decoding

/ \

mesning mesning
-structures 1 structures 11
o~

fremevorks frameworks
of knowledge of knowledge
structures structures
of production of praductinn
technical technzcgl
infrastructure infrestructure
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inzs 11 may not be
ity*™. The codes of

na2y noi be perfectly syrcmetrical. The desrees of

the communicative exchonpe dencnd both on the degrees of symmctry/
a-sy meiry between the pesition of encoder-producer and that of the
decccer-receiver: and zlso on the degrees of identity/non-identity

1

between the cofes which perfectly or irperfecily transmit, interrurt or
d

systenatically distort what has been t i, The lack of "fit'

T
do with the sitructural differences

it

creat deal to
celyaen bBroadcasicrs and sudiencas: but also has soceithin- to do

ketweecn the cedes has a gr

8]

3 u
wit!: the a-symmeiry belt een source and receiver at the morent of
o

n irte arnd out of the '"messase-forn'. fhat iz called

‘distortion' or 'misunderstandings' arise precisely froa the lack

[

of enuivalence between the two sides in the communicaiive exchange.

-

cefines the 'relgtive sutonomy' but 'determinateness!
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Once arzin, t

'nopderstarnding' and 'misunf:rstanding‘

e
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the 33'1icati31 of thieg Tudiuentary paradign has &lresdy bezun to
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and we gra just
seginning to sec now it night aiso transforn our uacersianding of
audisnece reception and response g3 well. “ezinnincs and endings have

4

been announced in comsunicetions research tefore, so we must be coutious.

bt §

But there seenis somoc pround for thinlkieng thet a new and excitins phase in
oudience research, of ¢ uite new Lind, Tay be cocening up. t either end
of the commrnicaiive choin, the use of the semioctic parcdiga nromises to
dispel the lingerinz tehavicurisn which has desped pass medis research for
so0 long,. Thoush we lknow the telzvisien progrziaze is not a2 behovioural
input, lite & tap on tiae i-ree-car, it secns ic have been almost inmpossitle
for researchers to conceptuzlize the communicaiive process withecut lapsing
kacl: into ome or other varieat of lov-flying behaviourism. .Je Imow, as
Cerkner has remarked, that reprasent:tions of viclenece on the TV screen
are not violanze but messazes about viclence (5): but we have continued

to research the ruesiion of violence &s if e were unskle to couprenend
the epistesiologicsl distinction.

Let us tale oo exemmle from the drooa-entertzincent arez in television
and try to show how the recognition thsi television is a discourse, a

communicative not sipply - oelzvioural event, bhas g
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tradition=1 research sTea, the telsvision/violence relation (6). Take

the simple-struciur, early (and no: children's) TV Jesternm, nodelled on
the early Lollyusod D-feature genrze Jestern: with its clsar-cut, mood/bad
vanichean moral universe, its clcar socisl and corsl designetion of
villpin and hero, the elarity of its parraitive Iinc zpnd development,

its iconorraphical fzatures, its zclearly-registered clipex in the violent

shoot-out, chase, personzl shory-douwn, street or bar-room duel, etc. For
leng, cn beth British and Eerican TV, this forn constiiuted the predomi-
-nent drana-centertcinnment genre. In -usntitetive terns, such films/pro-
—-grammes contained ¢ hig t incidernts, deaths, woundingzs,

ete. ‘hele canzs of pen, whole troons ‘ndisns,; went dowm, mighitly, to

their deaths. mescarchers - Limnmelweii anong others - heve, horever,

4+

sugnested that ths siructurs of the esrly T¥/E-feature

50 clegar-cut, its zcticon so copvantiona
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children (toys rather corlier them rirls, on interesting finding in
itself) soon learned tc racognize andé ‘read' it like a2 'pame': a

'cowboys-and-Icjuns' rame. It ':zs therefore further hypothkesized that
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iezsterns with this clar were less liltely to tricger the
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aggressive imitation of violent hehaviour or other tynes of a~gressive .\\
'acting-out' thaa other types of prosracmes with 2 high vioclence ratio

which were not so stylized. bBut it is worth asliing what this recornition

of the .estern as & 'symbolic game' means or implies. \

1t means that a set of exiremely tightly-coded ‘rules' exist whereby

stories of & certain recosnizable type, corntent and stiructure can be

easily encoded within th: Yestern for:. “het is more, these 'rules of
encoding' were so diffused, Go symmetrically shared as between vroducer and
audience, that the 'message' was lilely tc bz decoded in a morner highly
gsyometrical to that in which it had been encoded. Thic reciprocity of

codes is, indecd, precisely what is entailed in the notion of stylization
or 'conventionaliszstion', and the presence of such regiprocezl codes is,

of course, whot defines or malies possilble the existence of 2 renre. Such

an account, then, takes the enceding/decoding moments properly inte account,
and the case appears an unrroblemzstic one.

But let us take the argument g little further. Yhy and how do areas
of conventionalization arise (and disappear)? The “estern tzle, of course,
arose out of - though it cuickly ceased to confors to - the real historical
circunstances of the onening up of the fmericanm -est. In part, what the
production of the lestern genrc-codes achieved was the transfor-
-aation of a real historical .Jest, selectively, into the symbolic or mythical
'Jest'. But why did this transformation of history into myth, by the
intervention of a stylized set of codes, occur, for our societies and times,
in relotion to just this historiecal situstion. This process, whereby
the rules of language and discourse intervene, at a certain moment, to
transform and 'noturszlize’ a specific set of histcrical circuamsiznces,
is one of the most important test-coses for any seciology which seeks to
grouncé itself in historical realities. e know, and can bezin to sketch,
the elements which defined the operation of codes onm history. This is the
archeiypal ‘merican story, ‘merica of the frontier, of the expanding znd

unsettled Jest, the 'virzin land' before law and society fully settle in,

still closer to Hnture than to La.: and order. It is the land of men, of
independent men, isclated in their confrontatiomns with lizture or Evil:
and thus stories of masculine prowess, siill power and destiny: of men
‘in the open air', drivenm to their destinies by inner compulsion and by
external necessity - by Fate, or Ty 'the things 2 man just has to do':
and thus a land vhere morality is inner-centered, and clarified - i.e,
fully objectivated not in speech but in the facticities of gesture, gait,

dress, "'gear', apresrance. . land where women are either subordinate



or ladiss froa 'bach dast'):r or, if

€ szloon ~irls - cdesctined to be
incdvertertly oné convenientily shot or otherwise disposzed of in the
penultimate reel: and so on. If we wented to meize a strict semiolopical

cnalysis, we could trace the spcecific codes which were used to signify
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irfeee-structures of porticuler films, nlots,
progracmes. LEat is clear is trzt, froo this deep-siructured set of
codes, cxirewmely linited in its clciients, 2 rreat nuaber of surface
strings an? iransforpsitions were zccemplished: for & tine, in filn and
television, this deep-structure provided the taltap-fur-gronted story-
oi-gll-stories, the perzdism aciion-narrative, the perfect oyth,

1_ the senmiotic perespective, of course, it is= Jjust this surfazce
variety on the basis of limited trarsforrations which would define the
Jestern as an object of study. llor wculd the transformations which we
have witnessed egince the early days Le at 211 surprising, Ye can see,
and folloy at least the basic netkods which weu
to acccunt feor the trancicrmctiorn of this sipple-siructu-e .estern into

the psychological -lestern, the karocue ..estern {(Left Ionded CLun?), the

of-the-.est' - estern, the conic .gsternm,

ay

Cossidy?), cradoxically, the return-of-viclence estern (The 1d “unchl,
t

or the demestic, soap-ouera ..estern {the TV Virzinian series) or the

atin- -merican revoluiion lestern.. Thez oreninc sequence of a filn like

Hud - one of the :cment when the 'haroic' .est be~ins toc pass into the
LR 2 z ; It f o . S
Cecline of the ..est', in which the 'here' aprears driving t

cugh that
familiar landscape in a Cadillac, or shere the horse aprears in the tack

of an Cidsmobile truck, far from indexing the break-up of the code,

shows precisely how an epposite meaning can bte sckieved by the reversal
of a limited nunber of *lexical items' in the cofe, in order to achieve
a transforoetion in the meanirg.

Froo this persrective, the prolonrzed preoccucation ¢f mass redis

resgarchers with the issue of violence irn rolationm to the _gstern filnm

-

apnears fore and mere srevitrary, bisarre. I we refuse, for a momert, to
bracket and isclate the issus of violence, or the violent enisodes fron
its metrix in the complex codes rovarning tha genre, hc mony other,

crucizl !rinds of mezning vere in fret traosaitted vwhilst rescarchers

wers Lusy couniing the bodies. Thiz is not to say that violence was
not an elesent in the TV estern, for to s tiat there were not

ruite complex codes regulating the ways in which violence could be
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signified. It is to imsist that wist audiences wersz receiving was not
iviolence' but messages acout violernce. Cnee this intervening iterm
has been arplied, certain counsecunsuces for rescarch znd =nzlysis
follow: on:s which ireevocaily bresk up the smooth line of cortinuity
offering iiself as a sort of ‘nztursl logic', .hereby conncciions could

be traced ket een shoot-cuts at the OO Corral, =nd delincuents Imocking

=7

over cld ladies in the street in Jcunthorpe.

o+
=
m

The violent elcnent or ir the nsrreiive structure of

Fi
ot
w

sinple-sirvecture --esterm - shoci-out, bra.l, a-bush, banl-zaid,

o=
fight, wounding, duel or nsssacre, likiz any other semantic upit in a
structurec discourse cammot signify gaything on its owm. It can only

signify in terms of the structured meanings of the messa e as a wrole.

Further, itc sigmificstiion depenfs on its relztion - or the sum of the
relations of similarity =nd difference — with other slemenis or uniis.

Burrelin (7) has lnng aro, snd definitively, recinded us that the violent

i
or dcked gets of 2 villain only mecn so.othing in relziion to the
presence/absence of good acis.

we clearly cernot drow zny valid inferences from & siomrle
eruneration of his wicious i it males ro difference
whiether there are tem or t -enty of them) for the ¢rux of
the cotter obviously is:! what zeaning is conferred on the
vicious acts by the fact of their juxtaposition with the
single ool action...ome could say thot the peoning eof wiat
is frequent is only rovealcd by opposition to what is rare
.+aThe whole problem is therefore to identify this Tare

or missing item. 3tructural =soalysis provides a way of
aprroaching this problen which traditionzl content znalysis
deoes not.

i
-

Indeed, so tightly constructed was the rule-zZovernad nmoral economy of

I:I

the siople-siruciure .estcrn, thot one pood sct b: a 'villain' not only
could, but aprarently hed to lcad to some modification or transiormation
of his end. Thus, presence of nuacrous bad-violent ccts (merked)

aksence of any good-redeeming act (vnmarled) = unrepentant villain:

can be shot down, without oxcuse, in Tinal episoce and @maZes a brief

and "bad®' or undistinguished death (provided the hero coes not shecot

the villain irn the back, or unawares, ond does not draw first). But,
presence of tad-violent zcts (marited) P presencs of single good-
redeening act (marked) = possible salvation or regenerztion of the
wvillain, desth-bed reconciliation with hero cr former cronies,

rostitution to wronged comuunity, at the very leszst, lingering and

'good’ death. :hst, we pay now ask, is the mecanierg of 'violence'

wken it omly appesrs end simnifies cnything within the tighily-orgonized




morsl econony of the _estern?

fe have teen arguing {z) the violent act or episode in a Hestern
cannot signify in isclation, cutiside the structured ficld of sesnings
which is the film eor programne; (b) it siznifies omly in relation to

tize other clexmenis, and ir terrs of the rules and conventions which govern

o
their combination. e must now add (e) thatthe meaning of such a violent
act or erisode cantot be fixed, sin~le an? urnalterakls, but musi be
capakle of sizpifying diffcrent vslues depending on how and with what
it is artiiculated. .5 the sipnifying eleuwent, amons othor elements, in a
- .

discourse, it recains polyseric. Indeed, the way it is stractured in its

comvination with other elemernts serves to delimit its meanings within that

specified field, and effecis a 'closure’, so that 2 preferred meaning
is suggested. Therc can never be only one, single, univecal and deiermined
meaning for such a lexical item, Lbut, deucnding on how its inte-ration

within the code has been 2ccomplishad, its possivle meanings will be

or-gnized within a secaole whick runs from doninant to subordinate. ‘nd
this of course has censacuences for the other - the reception - end of

the compunicative chain: there can be no law tz ensure that the receiver

will tale the preferrad or domicont mesning of an e~isode of violence

in precizely the way in which it has been emcodad by the producer.
Typically, the isclziion of the 'violent' elenments froom the -estern

by researchers was madz on the presuuption thot ]

seiting, =ciierm, characiors, i

noral siructure, eic - ijere rresent 3s 50 dcny inert suprorts for

violence: in order tc siarrent or ecdorse tho vizlent zet. IE is now

warrgnt or gndorse tlc chorsctesr. lz con thus s'zctchk out more than one

simple estern: here drays his run, fasier Lhan anyone =2ise (ho seens

zlways to hawve LlOHH_h_H}! anc _shoots the yilipin :th bull"s—pye airm.
oY o 33 £ -

To use Gerbrner's torm (6), what norm, propositios or.cultural sirpi-

—fication iz kcre signified? It is rossitle to decode th
"The hero figure kmows how to draw his gun fester, snd shoo
than his eneuy: when confronted by the villain, he sﬁéuts him fead with
a single shot”. This night bo called = 'tehovioural® or "ianstrumental’
interpretiction. DBut - research sugzests - this Cirestley tehavioural

¥ L]

oessare ang canventionalized by the intervention of

T codes and peure-comventions {3 code-of-codes,

—

a highly erranized set
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or meta-code). The intervention of the codes appear to have the effcct \
of neutralizing one sei of reanings, while setting arother in motion.

Or, to put it better, the codes effect 2 transformation and disrlacenent

of the same denotative content-unit froo one refecrence-code to another,
thereby effecting a transformaticn in the signification. Jerger end
Iucimann (9) have argued that 'hekitunlizeiion' or 'sedizentation’
serves to routinize certzin sciions ov meanings, sc as to free tiae fore-
srouné for new, imnovotive weamings. Turner (10) and others have shown
how ritual conventions redistribute the focus oi rituval porformances
fron one donain (e.g. the emctional or personal) to another (e.g. the
cognitive, cosmological or social) domsin. Freud (11), both in his
analysis of ritualization in symptom-forzmstion and in the drean-work,
has shown the pivotal position of condensation and displacement in the
encoding of latent materials and meanings through oanifest symbeolizations.
Eearing this in nmind, we may speculativelt formulate a2n =slternative

' for the item. "To be a cerisin kind of man Lhero)

connotative 'reading
means the obility to master all contingencies by the deronstration of

a practised and professiomal 'cool''. This reading iransposes the same
(denotative) content from its instrumental-behavioural connotative

reference to thot of decorum, conduct, the idicm and style of (masculine)
action. The 'messaze' or the 'proposition', now, would be understocod, not
as a nessage about "wiclence' but as a message sbout conduct, or even

about professionalism, or perbaps even about the relaiion of professional-
ism to character. ‘nd herc we recall Hobert zrchow's intunitive obeervatien
that, fundauertally, the -esterm is not 'zbout' violence tut about

codes of conduct..

IlD]l-ﬁE nre enre

hero//villesin hero//villsin
guick drow _quick drew
shoot-to-kill - shoot-to-kill

- l
[violence ] <« [decorum]
norm: when chsllenged norm: when chzllenged
shoot to kill without mester contingencies
hesitetion by 'professionsal

cool'




I bhave been itrying te sugzest - without keing atle to tale the
exgmple very fzr — how 2n attention te ithe eymbolieslin—uistic/coded
ions, izr iron Coxing us into iiZe closed and formal
universe of sipng, precisely openz out inte the aros where enltursl
content, of the most rescrant but "lotant' =ind, iz tronsmitted: ané

espoeially the mamzner in whieh the interpley o

to digplace meenings from one fretie to aeother, z=nd thus to ing te tha
surfcce in 'digsuised' forms th. repressed contept of a eultvre. It
is worth, im this comnecticn, Ge=ari.g in wind .co's observation that (12)

‘aeniolopy shows us the universe of ideolosios arsa:
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sub-cades within tho uaiverse of sipgrs~ . l1ly oun view is that, if the

irsighis won ty thz advonces ir a senictic parspactive are not to be
lost within & nmew Hnd of formalism, it is inerzesingly in this cirection &
that it oust bte pushed. (13

It us turn, oow, to a different orea of progrs aoning, and 2 different
aspect of thc operstion of cofes. The televisuzl sign is 2 peculisrly

oy lzx one, 28 we Inow. It is & visusl sign with sirong, suprlementary

aural-verkal suprort. It is one of the iconic signs, in Teirce's sense,

in that, ‘“htereas the forno ef the writicn siegn is arbitrory in relsiion
to its signified, the icomie sign reproduces certzin elements of tie
sigpified in the form of the signifier. 25 Teire: soys, it Yrocscsses

u £
some 0% th: properiies cof the thing or objoct represented” (1L). ‘ctuslly,
aince the icornic sign iranelates a three dim:snsionsl world into two
representiotionz]l planes, its "moturali=n' with respoct te the ref
lizs ret so much at the zncoding side of the chain, tut T=thsr im teros
of the learned porcertions with vhich the viever fecofes the sign. Thus
as dco has convincingly srzucd, iconic sirns "look likes ehjrcis in the

(¢.g. the photopraik or dres ding of o

real world', to gput it crudely
fcou/, zné the enimal fcow/), beocause thew “reprotuce the ceonditions of
percepticon in tle receiver™. (173). These conditions of 'rocoznition' in
the viewer constitvte scue of the most fundenenizl rpercertual codes which

all culture-uweubcrs shere. ilow, tec-use thsse nerceriuasl cofes ore eso

5

uidely skared, denotztive visual simns nrobably pive riss to less
'misvnderstondings' then linpuistic ones. | leric:
-oglish lansuzsze vould threw up thousands of words —hich the ordinary
spealer could not denotativezly comprehend: but provided eszough 'infor-
~nation' is given, culture-iicabers would be able or competent to
decode, denotstively, = zuch ider remme of wisucl sirnifiers. in thig

sepse, and at the denmotative lavel, the visurl sirn iz mwokatly 2 nore

.



universal one than <he linguistic sign. -Azreas, in sociotics 1il
linzuistic competence is very unecuclly distribute

d
classes anc sercoents sf tie penulation {prcﬂcninently, by the fari

the cducztion sysian), what we Bight eall 'wisyal corpatonce!,
denotative level, is wmore univerzally diffused, (It is worsh reminding
oursalves, of Course, that it is not, in fact, 'univcrsal', sd that we
are dealing with o gpectrum: tacre are kinds of vigual representation,

s t be "purely Btstract’, which create all %inds of wisual ruzzles
for erdinary viewers: €-3. carteoons, certain “inds of diszrapaatic
representation, representations which eimloy unfznisiar cConvent
types of hotcgraphic or cineumatic cutiing and

'mis-readings’

also true tiat the iconic sign D2y support <]
it is so 'naturzl’', seo "trensparent?. dstakes may arise here, not “ccause
We as viewers cenmot lit terally decode the sign (it is perfectly obvious
wvhat it is a picture of), tut tecause we arc tempted, by its very
‘naturalisation' to 'misresd! the imaze for the thing it signifies (16).
Iith this importan t proviso, however, we woulg iz surpriszd to find thaot
the majority of the celcvision audicnece hae maen difficulty in literally
or denotatively identi 1fying what the visual signs they s
refer to or s:i £oify. “hercas post reorle racuire = iengthy procoss of
efucation in order %g cEcooe relativel t
of their syocch confunity, they secn to nrielk ug its vinuel—hercortual
coces at = Very early zpe, witlout formed traininz, znd zre cuiclly
codpeternt in its use.

The wisual Eign is, Lewaver, slgo 3 co..notative sisn., gg it is 3o
Pre-eninently within the discourscs of foderno mass conomhnicstion. ihe
level of connotaiien of the vigual sign, of its contoxt uzl refcrence, of

its position in the various associziive fields of neanings, is pracisely

the point where the dencoted sign intersacis With the deer semantic
structures of a culture, and takes og =n ideelegical dincension, In
thz advertisin- “iscourse, for cxaon e, we might g2y that there is
almost ro 'purely demotztive'

advertising cornotcs' & nuality, situation, walue or in

is presont as zn implication er irslied deaning, derending on the

cennctational refirence. . ar2 zl11 prebably familiar #ith Tarthes"

exsuple of tiac /sweater/, Whaich, in the rhetoric ef advortising and

igshion, slwoys co ennotes, at least, 'a yarc rargent' or '“E\"1n~ warm!

acd thus by furth-r elatoration, 'the coning of winter' or "2 cold Gay'
c

ialired sub-codes of foshion, /sucatcr/ L&Y cornote ‘g

»




Tashionatle siyle of haute eouture', or, zltercotively, 'ae inforzal style

of dress'. Dut, set 2 ainst the right kee.ipreund, nd pesitioned in the
ronantic sub-coda, it may connote 'leng autumm +2lk in the weods' (17).
Lonnotational codes of this order sre, clearly, structured cnoush to

signify, but thcy are more ‘open' or 'cpen-cnded' than denctctive codes.

het dis mors, thoy clearly corircei relzations with the uriverse of ideclo-
=zics ie a culture, =nd wiik histery 2nd eihnozrzvhy. Phose connotatiw

c
codes 2re the "ligruisiic’ means by whick the domains of sccial life,

They refer to the 'meps of mearing' into vhich any cvliure is eorpanized,
nd those 'maps of socizl reality' have the whole ranse of sgecial rmeanings,

ices and usaprcs, podWer and interest ‘written in' to trem. Connoted

=
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signifiers, Jderthcs hos reminded us. "have 3 close commupicstion irith
culture, knowledge, history, apd it is itarough theo, so to speoak, that
the environméntel world imvades the limguistiec and semantic systerm. They
are, if you like, the frorments of
The denotative level of the tclevisusl sirce maoy be bounded within
cartzin, very ceonrlex hut li=ited or ‘closed' codos. Zut
itc donmeotalive level, thoush bourded, remains opan, zutjoct to the
forsation, trapcior.stior gnd decay of history, snd funda-onizlly peoly-
Seqmic: ony such sign is potentizlly mopzoble into more than one c-mnototive

confi

suracion. ‘'rFolysemy' must not, hovaver, be confused witk pluralism.
wonnotative codes zre not scual csuong theiselves. any socliciy/culture
a

tenéds, with varying desrees of cloasurce, to irnose iis seo-zent
: ] wd L= 2

clascifigations of the goelal gnd culturel ond politizzl worlé, upon i
T

c
aembars. Thers remcins & domimant eultursl ordar, though it is meither

univyocsl nor uncontestod. This - wesiiorn of tic "structure aof donipsntce' in
2 cnlture is 2n absolutely crucial .2 m3¥ S&y, them, that the

pepred cut into connotative

= g

t_i_;s and events, wkich kresch cur exectancies -nd run counter to our

ﬁ
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snmon-sense coastructe', to our ‘tzisn-for-pramicd' lmovisdre of
structures, must bc assigned to thcir connetztional dcmzins before they
can be said to '"make sens2': and the nost s-oomen uny of

to assign the new within some douain or other of the ciisting 'maps of

rrehlematic social reoality'. e say fdouinant, not ‘feter—ined', tecouse it
is alvays possitic to order, classify, ssasign snd decode on event writhin
fiore thar cpe ‘marping'. But we szy 'Jomimant' bacousce there exist o

pattern of 'preferred resdings’, and thesc mappinps toth hove the

institutionsl,/politicalyideclozical order imprinted in tha., #nd hove



thenselues becoms institutionalized (1%). The dousins of 'nreferced
-pings' have the whols social order zpbeddad in them 258 ¢ set of
meanings: practices and tcolizsfs, the evoryday Ikmosledroe of sccial
structures, of 'how thinge work for 21l przetical purposec in this
culture’, the rank order of power ond intersst, egnd 2 structure of
legitinations anc sanctions. Thus, to clarify 2 'misunderstanding'! =t

the denotative level, we peed prisncily to refer to thke ipmanent world

of the sign and its codes. But misunderstandings’

at the level of connotation, we must refer, through £hc codes, to the
rules of social life, of history and life-situcztiion, of econowic ond
politieal poiver, and, ultimotely, of ideolegy. Further, since these
connotational coppings 2re 'siructurad in dominance’ but not closed,

the communicative procsss comsisis, not in the unproblenatic assignient

of every visual item to its positicn within = set of prearranged codes,
but of perioruative rules - rules of coopetencem sné use, of logics-in-usc
- which scelk to enforce cor pre-fer one ssceontic dozzin cver another,

and rule itenms into and out of their aprropriate meaning-scis. Formal

seniclogy has tco often nsglected this level of interpretive work,

though this forms in fact the deep-structure of 2 -rcet desal of brazdcast

time in television, esruvcially ir thc polifies? ond other 'sonsitive

areas’' of rrosrancing. In spealiding of dominant neaninrs, tcn, we are not

sinply talldng atout 2 one-sided process, wiich noverns how z2ay event
#ill te si;nified (e migav think, for ¢=amele, of the receni coup in

Ckilej: it also consists of the "work' ra uired to enicree, win plousiti-

o)
ry
@
e

-lity for amd couoen leziti ste 2 de-coding of the event within the
dominant cdefinition in which it has been cornotctively sipnified. Do
Terni remarlksd, in his paper (20) that, By thc +:ord readaing we mean oot
only the capeseity to identify aad docode 2 certzin nusher of signe, but
also the subjective capacity to put them into 2 crective rel-iion between
themsclves and with other signs: a ecapacicty hich is, by itsclf, the
condition for a completiec suarenc of onc's teial environcent®. Our
h

55
2 notion of "su:tjective capacity™, as if

only cuarrel here is with t!
the denotative reference of the televisusl sign is an objective process,
but the ceonnetatiocnal and commective level is en individualized and
private matter. ‘uite the opposite secms to us tc :e tho case. The
televisnal process takes 'okbjective' (i.e. systenmic) responsikility
precisely for the relestiencs which disparote gns coniraet with one
anotrer, and thus continually deli

i
“awareness of onees total cnvironment® theses itens are arranged
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This brings us, thea, to the key uesti misunderstandings’'
bet:rcen the encoders and decoders of the talovision messagz: end thus,

by a lonr bat pecessary deteocur, to the aztter of ‘eulturzl pelicdics’

designed to "Iscilits cecier communicsiion', to 'malte cocomunication
@orce effective’. Teleovision producers or 'encoders?, “do fingé thoir
7

messare fz2iling to 'get acress' arz frecuently concernerd

or recolls. -t the denotative level (if we can moic the onclytic distinction
for ithe aoment), there is no doubt that secie 'misunﬂerstandings' cxist,
thouzh we have no real idea how widespreag this is. né e coan sce
possitle erpleznations for it. The vizrer docs not 'spesk the laon-ucrme',
firmuratively if not literally: he or she cznnot fcllow the cooplex logic
of argument or exposition: or the concepts zre tee =lien: or the editing
(whieh arranges items within =n oxpository lozic or ‘narrative', and thus
in itself proposes cennoctions between discrete things) is too suift,
truncated, sophisticcted; ete. it onother level, oncodsrs slso mezn
that their audienee has 'upde scense' of the ncssase in a oy fifferent

t

‘E?’
intendzd, .[hnt r2a8lly pcza® is that vievers ars not
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=i ideal is the per-

—fectly trausparzhi conmuniecatior. Instead, waat they have to

Iy

coniront is thc morrunication’t .
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act cof ‘systenatically di

i
In reeent yesrs, discrepancics of this kind sre ususlly accounted

=

=

(3]

for in teros of individually 'aterrant' readinzs, attriluted to 'selce-
~tiv: reree=tion'. ‘'Uoleective percention' is theo dcor via +hich, im
reccot rescarch, ¢ residuzl pluraiisam is Peserved itlin the sphere

a
& iphly structured, a-sy—uetrical culiursl creration. UF ceurse, there
t

view is that "scleoctive perception' is sitest nover os selsetive, raadom,
or privztized, as the comcapt sucqests. The peiicras exhikit nere

siructuring and clustering than ie norvally sssumsd. uy ne garreich
Lo gudiencc studies, vizg the coicopt of 'de—codins' yould have to Earin

Zeo has rucently pointed to zanother, interoediary, level of

structurstion, tetireen coupetance
1

individual readingse: thet lave

Evt, since sub-cultvres are, by definition, differcrtirtod articulotions
to specify /
e useiulthis modiation within & somewhat

within a cultures, it it mor

different fronoygork,
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The very generzl typolozy slizetched below is an attempt to reinte
the notion of 'misunderstandings' (which we find inade-uate) in teras
of certain broadly-defined societzl persractives which audicnces gight
acopt towerds the televisuzl nessage. It attempts to 2pply Gramsei's
work on 'heccmonic' amd 'corporste® ideelogical foromztiorns {22) and
Farkin's recent work on tyrnes of meaning systems. T shouwld lite now
(2dapting Farkin's schema) to put into dise ﬂealftgpe'

c

positions froc which deccdings of =ess ¢orumnications by the audience

= 1

can te made: and thus to re-present the common-sense notion of 'nisunder-

-standings' in terns of a theory of 'systemotically distorted cormmunica-
-tions’
Literal or demotative 'errors' arc relatively unmprobleratie, T They

represent 2 ind of noise in the chonnel. But 'misrsadings’' of 2 message at
the connotative or contextual level are z different matter. They have,

fun&amentally, a societal, not 2 communicative, basis. They sigrify, zt the
'meszage’ level the siructural conflicts, centradictions ané negotictions
of economic, politicsl ond cultural life. The first rosition we wont to

identify is that of the dominant or hememonic code. (T:ere are, of course,

nany different codes and sub-codes reruired to produce an eveat withino the
dcuinant code). hen the viewer tales th: connotad aeaning from, say, =
telcvision newscast or current affairs pro-ranna, full and straight,

and decodes the messaze in terms of the refercnece-code in which it has been
coded, we ight say tlat the vieuer is orperat ide the doninsnt code.
This is the ideal-typiczl case of cortmnication”, or
a2s close as we are likely to come to it 'fer 51l rractical Furposes’

i'ext (here we are spplifyins Foridn's model), we would want to identify

the professional code. This is the code (or set of codes, for we are here
dealinr with what mi-ht be beiter called meta-codes) which the professional
broadcosters employ whon transmiti
signified in o hegeoornic canner. Tio professicasl code is !

r
independent' of the deninant code, in that it =; iteris =nd opera~

I.i

cr
—tions of its owm, s2s cecially those of = te:hnicc-;rmctinal rature. The
professional code, however, operatcs within the 'hercmon of th: domdipont
code. Indeed, it serves to reproduce the dominant Cefinitions recisely
by bracketiing the hegenmcnic quvality, arné operating wit! professional
codings which rel-te to such nsucstions as visusl vality, ne:s and
presentational values, televisusl cuality, ‘professionalisn', etc. The
hezenonic interrretation of ihe politics of Lorthern Ireland,
or the “hilean coup or the Industrial Relotions Bill zre riven by policical
¢lites: the particular cheice of nrescntationzl occasions an fermats,

oi imspes, the "msitaring' of

)

the selection of persornnel, the choic




zhates, etec are sclected bty the operction of the professicnal code. (2L)
HJow the trosfcesiing yrcfessionals zre oile both to operzie with
"relatively autonomous' codcs of t-iir owe, while acting in such a way

as to rerroduec (not irdthout contradiction) the hepemonic sighification

of cvents is o complex mattcer which carnct ke furithor sepslled out here.

It must suffice to say that thc pirofessionals sre linked irith the
defining elites not enly by the institutional vesition of Trcaicasting
itseli as an 'ideological epparcstus' (25), bot oors inticaitely &y the
sirvcturc of access (i,z. the systematic "ever-accezgins' of 2lite
personnel and ‘definitions of the situstion' in telcevision). Tt usy cven

ke seid tkat the professionz) eides sorve to reproduce he~oticnic defini-
—itions specifically by rot overily eiassins tleir opcroticas ie their
dirvection: ideoleogiczl rerproduction thercfore tales nlace here ipadvortent-
-1y, nconsciously, ‘behind uen's Uacks'. ©Of course, conflicts, controdic-

"_l]'

[}
i

—-tions and aisunder Bta.‘iﬂiﬂ:‘;ﬂ' rogularly tal'c place bet -een the
: EX 3 =
r

e}
the professiencl significations ord thei

dominent and sigm 1£}1nr agenciess
The third positiom we would identify is thcot of ths nezoticted code eor
position. majority sudicnces yprobably urdersiand ruite ade nately ihat has

teen dominantly defincd ond professionclly signified. The domingnt

i &y

definitions, hows=ver, arc hegemonic preciscly becouse they reprasent
definitions of situctione and events which zre '"in cComincnce’, and whieh

are glocal. wenineont definitions cunmeect cvents, exnlicitly,

te grend tolalissvions, to the great syniasociic vie: the-worlid:
they take "large vizws' of issues: ithey relats cvent he nationcl
interest' eor t3 the level of geo-politics, cven iney osle theose

conngcctlions in frumcoted, inverted e fystified
a "hezcamcnie' viewpoint dis (2) thot it defines withi i e the
aentcl horizen,; the universe of possible wec=ing
culture; and (B) thet it cacrics with it the stanp
appoars eotaroincus with whai is 'notursl', ‘inevitahl: tc'en for

rranted® akout the secial order.,

centains a nizture of adaptivs znd orjositionzl elencnts: zclmo Llod=
-ges the legiticoey of the hezeponic dofinitions e molxc th: rroné Sirmifi-

-cztions, uhile, at & nore rastrictcd, situationel lavel, it malas its
oun sround-rules, it operasies with 'cxcertiocas! ts the rule. It zecoit

the privclezed position to the dominant defigition of events, whilst

regserving wac right to maeiic a more peretiatcod cm:lication to
'local conditicns', to itz oim more corporate positions. This negotiated

version of the doaxinant ifeoleopy is thus shot throuzh vith contradic-—

—tions, thoushk the
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visibility. llegotiated ccdes operatec throupgh shat we might call particu
or situoted logics: and these logics arise from the differential position
of thosc who occupy this position in the spectrum, znd froo their
differential and umegual relation to power. The sihplest example of a

negotiated code is that which zoverns the response of a worlker to the

notion of an Industrial kelations Eill limiting the right to strike, or
to arguments for a2 wages-freeze. _t the level of the natioral-interest
econowic dcbate, he may adopt the hegemonic definitiom, agrecing thot
'we must all pay oursclves less in order to conbst inflation', etec. This,
however, may have little or no relstion to his williingness to go on strike
for better pay and conditions, or to oppose thz Incdustrial Kelatioms Bill
at tha level of his shop-floor or union orranization. “Je suspect that

the srezt mojority of so-czlled 'misunderstandings' arise fron the dis-
junciures between hegemonic-dominant cnccdings and negotiated-corporate
decodings. It ie just these nis-matches in the levels wvhich most provoke
defining elites and professionals to identify a2 'foilure in communications’'.
Finally, it is possitle for a viewer perfectly to understand both the
1itersl and connoiative inflectiorn gpiven to an event, but to deternine

to decodec the message in & globally contrary -=y. He detotalizes the
message in the preferred code in order to reictalize the messag: within
some alternative frameork of reference. This is the case of the viewer
who listens to a debate on the need to limit weges, but who 'reads' every
mention of "the national interest' as 'class interest'. He is operating
with vhat we must call an oppositionsl code. Cnc of the most significant
political mooenis (they also coincide with crisis-points within the
btroadcasting organizotions themselves for cbvious reasons) is the point
when events which zre normally signified and decoced in 2 negotiated way

bezin to be given an orpositickal reading.

The Question of cultural policies now falls, awkwardly, into place.
Jhen dealing with social compunicetions, it iz extremely difficult to
jdentify as a neutrzl, educational gozl, the task of 'ioproving cowmu-
-nications' or of 'maliing coununications more effective', zt any rate
opce one has passed Leyond the siricily demotative levecl of the messoge.
The csducator or cultural policy-mcker is performoing oae of his nmost
pariisan acts when he colludes with the re-significzation of real
conflicts and contradictions as if they were siomply kinks in the
coapunicative chain. Ucnotative mistales arc not siructurslly significe-
nt. But conmotative ané contextual "misunderstandings' zre, or can be,

of the highest significance. To interpret whet are ir facti cssential



elenents in the systemstic distorticns of & socio-conpunications systen:

as if they technical frults in transcission is to misrcad a decp=structure
. o - — oo 2

process for 2 surfeece phspouencn. The decision to intervere in order to

male the hegemonic codes of dominant clites more effcetive and transparent

for tlc majority zudience is not a technicz=ll neutral, kEut =z political
T R =

=

one. To 'misrcad' a politicol cheoice nz = technical one represents a

type of unconscicus collusion with tiie domdinant interests, a {ors of

LFl

ccllusion to which social science researchers ars all too pronc. Thougn

the sources of such mystification are both socizl sac siructursl, the

actual process is preatly facilitated by the opcration of discrepont codes.
Tt =rould not be the firs:t time thet sciantific researchers had *unconscious-
-1y' playeé a part in the reproduction of hegemony, not by orenly sutmitting

to it, but sinply by operating the 'professional brachot'.
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