Beyond the Pendulum

Critical Genre Analysis of Media-Audience Relations

Se1JA RIDELL

There are mounting indications that the heyday 01989; Carragee, 1990; Evans, 1990; Curran, 1990;
cultural studies in its prevalent audience oriente€orner, 1991; Gripsrud, 1996; articles in Ferguson
and ethnographic guise is moving towards an en& Golding, 1997).
The critical voices that have been heard systematic- No wonder, then, that in the ‘current revision-
ally yet sporadically since the end of eighties apistic climate’ a recurring appeal that one hears
pear now to be getting louder and gaining strategi(besides that for an increased policy orientation)
impetus. It has become more and more common teoth from without and within the field of cultural
run into claims that cultural studies has reached astudies is for ‘a ‘return’ to a more social science
impasse or drifted into a crisis. Hearing seminampproach’ and with it to questions of cultural power
speeches and reading articles with such argumen(see Ferguson & Golding, 1997: xv). The most pro-
make one feel that the time might be ripening for aninent internal critic in this vein is David Morley
new trend within cultural studies or, even, forwho has consistently over the years lamented the
(re)inventing a new fashion outside the field. Thisabstract theorizing and the too strong textualist in-
sense of a deadlock is not lessened by the percegination of especially most American cultural
tion that no fresh names seem to be entering the istudies. He has insisted that a critical awareness of
ternational (read: Anglo-American) podium of cul-the broader social, institutional and material found-
tural studies nor is there theoretically innovativeations of culture and communications should be
and ambitious empirical research being done — dncorporated into the starting points of cultural
at least published. studies where it belongs and where it initially also
The by now well-rehearsed tenor of much of theused to be. Now, as ‘the momentum of sociological
critique, of ethnographically inspired audiencerevisionism’ is well under way (ibid.: xvii), might
studies in particular, has been that its proponentdlorley’s feelings of marginality soon be over?
have neglected the economic, political and societal The call for putting society back in or, differ-
determinations of the daily use and meaning-makently, for a return to the critical political project of
ing of media in favour of the micro processes ofarly cultural studies, should of course be ap-
media consumption. This favouring, for its part, ispraised in the context of publishing firms’ shrewd
seen to be accompanied by a faulty over-estimatiostrategies. It could even be seen as their la(te)st
of audience activity as well as a similarly mistakertrick to keep the cultural studies iron hot as long as
confusing of the multiplicity of decoding with em- possible. Revealing in this respect is, for instance,
powering and even resistant social action. At its exthat all the ‘outstanding and original essays’ — as
treme ‘the active audience theory’ is labelled as athey are so eloquently, and at the same time quite
‘indiscriminate celebration of audience pleasuremisleadingly praised by the editors — in the recent
(Kellner, 1997: 116) or ‘pointless populism’ (Sea-critically inspired collectionCultural Studies in
man, 1992) which in actual practice serve to legitQuestion(Sage, 1997) happen to be written by the
imize both the unequal conditions of reception andll too well-known Anglo-American authors.
the deepening of global commercialization of the It remains to be seen whether this ‘sociological
media, as well as the neo-liberalist policies thatevisionism’ will prove attractive and lucrative
contribute to this development (see also, for inenough to replace media ethnography and become
stance, Condit, 1989; O’Connor, 1989; Budd et al.the new trend of cultural studies. Personally | doubt
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this. Be that as it will, something that presents itclose at the outset the possibility to explore fruit-
self as ‘new’ is bound to show up soon — this is dicfully the interpenetration of human sense-making
tated already by the insatiable needs of academactivities and social institutions.
publishing business. In what follows | will advance a view that a so-
cially based and semiotically inspired conception of
. genre may offer one way beyond the pendulum. It
Beyond the Pendulum’s Swing may even help in moving on from merely repeated-
In this article, | will not dwell upon the swing of ly stressing that ‘macro structures can only be re-
scholarly pendulum which, for a change, seems tproduced through micro-processes’ and that we
be taking cultural studies towards a supposedlghould try to integrate the analysis of micro and
more social and critical ‘macro’ approach after amacro levels (Morley, 1997: 126, 127).
decade’s dominance of romantic-hermeneutic ‘mic- With this specific social semiotic conception of
ro’ orientation. Rather my concern is whether it isgenre | counter-argue the claim, implicit in much of
possible to find a way round the dualistic either/orgultural studies’ critique, that culturally oriented
of the pendulum itself as it, in my view, effectively audience studies, in particular, does by definition
prevents all efforts to rethink and tackle the power‘echo the logic of capitalism’ (Gitlin, 1997: 32) or
related social and cultural dynamics of meaning -that it is, somehow inescapably, naive and impotent
especially in reception. For instance, despite all than terms of critical researchMy contention is that
calls to the opposite, an antagonism betweeit is important to study audiences’ meaning-making
‘structural’ and ‘interpretative’ approaches is timealso at a more ‘micro’ level of media reception and
and again set up by the participants — be they crittise and that this is possible to do in ways that are
ics or targets — in the discussion on the state and faot necessarily politically affirmative and socio-
ture of cultural studies. Hence, within the confinedogically irrelevant. However, in order to achieve
set by the pendulum’s swing, it is difficult to posethis, we should not focus on the structural condi-
the question, for instance, of the actual politications of reception — such as economic inequalities
implications of people’s everyday meaning-makingor the ‘realpolitik’ of government and market poli-
At the more structural end of the pendulum’scies — as somehow having direct and external im-
swing, the daily processes of meaning can be rgact on people’'s behaviour (see Ferguson &
jected as unworthy of serious interest by relegatingolding, ibid.: xxiii). Rather, we should pose the
them to the private, and thereby supposedly insigguestion from a more ‘internal’ perspective to con-
nificant, realm of social reality. At the other end,cern the ways these ‘mediating factors’ (ibid.) actu-
the issue of audience’s active involvement in andlise and work as integrated and dynamic elements
complicity with the reproduction of power relations of the daily activities of social actors. Thus we can
can equally easily be dismissed as an insulting aetvoid the mechanistic idea of ‘macro’ determina-
by structuralist (political or otherwise) deterministstion of human ‘micro’ action as well as the notori-
who reduce audience members to cultural ddpes. ous structure-agent dualism thereby invoked, and
As it happens, | very much share the critique bynstead assume a more action-oriented (‘structura-
Ferguson and Golding of cultural studies’ drift to-tionist’) approach.
wards depoliticised textualism, for instance their In short, without in any way denying the import-
argument that during this development ‘cultural acance of the larger social, economic and political
tivities became texts to be read rather than institusettings of audiences’ meaning making, the genre
tions or acts to be analysed’ or that ‘social strucapproach proposed here wishes to concentrate on
ture, political force, economic dynamics all appeathe ways people themselves, in using and interpret-
red to have evaporated by the intense heat of teiag the media, actively partake in reproducing the
tual ‘interrogation’ (ibid.: xxi). In my view, this social power relations and thereby contribute to
critical account quite aptly summarizes the currentheir own cultural subordination (cf. Grossberg,
state of cultural studies in Finland as well. How-1995: 75-76). One point in proceeding from such a
ever, I'm not going to rehearse here yet anothestarting point is that it might generate insights for
version of the grand critical narrative of what wasnot always only talking about, at a general and ab-
done wrong, for what reasons, by whom and how istract theoretical level, the determinations and con-
all should have been done. As | see it, this strategyitions of meaning in reception, but also for open-
of accusations does not lead us anywhere but reprimg up opportunities for challenging them in more
duces time and again precisely the dichotomy ofoncrete and particular ways.
structural and interpretative perspectives that fore-
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From Encoding/Decoding would synthesize different perspectives and pro-
to Cultural (in)Competences vide ‘an overall model of the communication circuit
as it operates in its social context’ (Morley, 1980: 9
Despite the remarkable popularity the concept odnd 1989: 17) still offers a valid starting point for
genre has lately gained within cultural mediasituating and investigating audience sense-making
studies, the more theoretical and critical potentiaactivities in their broader material and societal set-
of the concept has not so far aroused too much inings. Of special pertinence is the view that the
terest. However, in some Nordic scholars’ workprocesses of mass mediated meaning, as a circuit of
one can find gestures towards also a broader amdterrelated though separate and differently posi-
more ambitious conceptualization where attentiotioned elements of production, textuality and recep-
is paid to the role of genre in mediating betweerion, are structured in dominance, that is, under
texts and the contexts of their production and/oconditions of unequal power relations. As Hall has
use. To take a few examples, Jensen (1995: 72) hkader put it, somebody always controls the means to
recently pointed out that genre ‘offers a strategisignify and represent the world and this control of
medium level of analysis... integrating social andhe ‘apparatus of signifying’ — by owning the media
discursive aspects of communication and implyingr writing their texts — puts one in a different posi-
how particular media texts may be approached bgon of power over discourse from those who de-
audiences’. Hence, in Jensen’s view, ‘genres offer pend on the world’s being signified to them (see
promising avenue for studying mass communicaAngus et al., 1994: 261-63). Or, as the view of sym-
tion as a cultural practice’ (ibid.: 65). Also Hagenbolic subordination has in several occasions been
(1992: 111), in her study of TV news receptionformulated by Morley, the audience may have
takes up genre’s contextual and mediating rolepower over a text, but it does not have power over
among other things, in ordering ‘the relationshipthe agenda, set by the centralised media institu-
between the producing institution and its auditions, within which that text is constructed and pre-
ence’. Helland (1995), for his part, presents a culsented. (see, for instance, Morley, 1992: 31).
turally inspired, contextual definition of genre and Also the concept of preferred reading — or,
employs it also empirically in his recent study ofrather, preferred meanifig- that lies at the heart
TV news production. of the encoding/decoding model is important here.
Whereas both Jensen, Helland and Hagen takéhe concept points to the ways media texts are
as their point of departure Williams’ (1977) in it- structured by signifying mechanisms that promote
self fruitful conception of genre, | will in the fol- certain — dominant — meanings and suppress and
lowing return to a one-time proposal by Davidmarginalize others. In other words, the texts are not
Morley of translating the encoding/decoding modekntirely open-ended but encoded in ways that at-
into the framework of genre theory, and suggestempt to ‘hegemonize the audience reading’ (Angus
that it deserves a closer look. The idea of genre ased al., ibid.: 262). Hence, according to Hall, in pre-
part of an overall model for studying mass com{erred meanings we talk about points where ‘power
munication from a cultural perspective disappearethtersects with discourse’ (ibid.), its workings
from Morley’s own work after his turn to ethnogra- thereby being recognizable and researchable at the
phy and the concept has figured in his later writlevel of textual properties.
ings only in passing and theoretically in a much As a third pertinent point of the encoding/de-
more modest role. However, Morley’s tentativecoding model one could mention a later specifying
suggestion for a ‘genre model’ in his critiddbst- addition by Hall, namely that the model was not
script to the Nationwide Audiencgudy (Morley, meant to refer to ‘signification in general’ but to
1981) seems to me to have unrealised potentiapecific discursive practices, such as that of making
when wanting to get hold of the ways the media-retelevision programmes (see Angus et al., ibid.:
lated processes of meaning in reception are impli259).
ated in and contribute to the reproduction of social As regards Morley’s appropriation of the encod-
structures and power relations. In the following ling/decoding model, two specifications made by
will use Morley’s proposal as a springboard tohim are of relevance in this connection. Firstly, he
sketch a socially based notion of genre for the purformulated the idea of preferred meaning in terms
poses of critical media analysis. of addressivity, thus stressing the concept’'s — and,
Two particular points of Hall's (1980) original by implication, the whole model’s — rhetorical na-
essay need to be taken up in this connection. Firttire. In other words, the text cannot determine ac-
of all, the idea that the encoding/decoding modefual interpretations but always only invite audience
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members to accept the meanings foregrounded mtes as an institutionalised social, economic and
the text. As Morley (1989: 21) puts it, the text maycultural complex. Furthermore, the question of cul-
offer the audience ‘specific positions of intelligibil- tural power is approached in terms of the differ-
ity, it may operate to prefer certain readings aboventiated cultural conventions, codes and rules that
others; what it cannot do is to guarantee them’audience members have internalised and use rou-
However, when succesful, the rhetorical strategiesnely when encountering different kinds of media
of the text can be seen to guide audience percegexts. The core of the critique based on this genre
tions and interpretations in quite forceful ways, asnodel is that while making it possible for people to
the “modes of address’ construct our relation to thénterpret the media in culturally appropriate ways,
content of the programme, requiring us to take ugeneric competences may at the same time set con-
different positions in relation to them’ (Morley, straints on their action as social subjects. This
1992: 84). As | shall take up soon, the addressivityneans that in employing competently and actively
of media texts has also powerful social implica-n their meaning-making the conventions of a given
tions. genre, people simultaneously partake in sustaining
Secondly, Morley alludes to the textual mode othe broader conditions of meaning in reception.
address as a genre-related issue (see Morley, 198hus problematizing genre conventions would be a
12). Hence, the presentational strategies the estep towards — and, in fact, a pre-requisite for —
coder employs in order to ‘establish a relationshiguestioning those conditions.
of complicity with the audience’ (Morley, 1992: At the level of media texts, the power of genre
108) and to promote specific meanings in the texigcan be approached as a rhetorical question of
are conditioned by genre conventions. addressivity. As mentioned, we are here talking
When turning to Morley’s (1981: 10) actual pro-about those presentational strategies that the en-
posal of ‘translating our concerns from the frame<coder employs in order to foster audience align-
work of the decoding model into that of genrement and identification and to recommend certain
theory’, then, one of its prime ideas was the substimeanings instead of some others. It is important to
tution of the model’s three codes by ‘a more develnote that in the case of news texts, for instance, the
oped notion of the complex repertoire of generiaddressivity is established and operates at two ana-
forms and cultural competences in play in the solytically distinct levels. First of all, there are the
cial formation’ (ibid.: 10-11). Thus instead of ac- mediating operations of the encoding journalists to
cepting, negotiating or rejecting the dominantwhich Morley (1992: 84) refers as ‘the framing and
propositions (preferred meanings) of the text mordinking discourse of the programme’ and which can
or less directly according to their social (class) pobe fruitfully tackled also by discourse narratolo-
sition, audience members are seen to employ a sgical tools (see, for instance, V. Pietila, 1992;
of genre-based conventions and rules to makkunelius, 1996). It is through these genre-condi-
meaning of similarly genre-specific media productdioned narrating activities that also the ‘newsness’
(ibid.: 12). of news is established and reproduced in the text.
What is important to emphasise here is thaOn the other hand, the accessed news actors also
competence in a genre can be socially and politiaddress the audience in their specific ways. But as
ally disabling. Namely, the way genre conventionghe journalists, due to their controlling of the nar-
‘constitute the ground or framework within/on rator’s discourse, are in the position of organizing
which particular propositions can be made’ (ibid.)and operating the news actors’ voices in the text,
is often a very restricted one. To take an exampléhe latters’ modes of address are secondary in rela-
news genre requires its audience to be competeriign to the actual audienée.
most notably, in the codes of elitistically under-
stood public sphere as well as a to be familiar with . .
a similarly narrow understanding of specific cul-Genre and/as Social Action
tural categories, such as that of gender. (cf. Morleyfhe genre model outlined above is characteristic-
ibid.: 12-13} ally a ‘semiotic’ model as its primary focus is upon
In sum, then, reformulating the encoding/decodthe textual, symbolic or representational aspects of
ing model into a genre model focuses attention omeaning, the more mundane aspects remaining out-
the culturally mediated dynamics of meaning -side its scope. The model’'s conception of mass me-
both in reception and more generally. Crucially, thediated processes of meaning as an analytic whole
model connects this genre-based dynamics with thean be described with a metaphor of ‘communica-
ways mass communication is organized and opetive contract’ where the producers and receivers of,
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for instance, the news are seen to share the samisely in all its triviality both a personally meaning-
conventions concerning the textual characteristiciul and culturally and socially significant act.
and, by implication, the established cultural status The significance of media and genre routines,
of news. This generic ‘news contract’ is constantlynore generally, lies in the fact that they offer col-
reinforced also at the level of textual features, modectively based and culturally established lines of
notably in the repetitiveness of strategies of preaction according to which it is possible for indi-
sentation. vidual actors to experience, in a very concrete way,
Thus within the model, the relation between theorder and stability in a constantly changing uni-
media and audiences is approached in terms of texerse (cf. Schoening & Anderson, ibid.: 99). Thus
tual encounters where symbolic meanings arenedia-related routines are central in the processes
(re)produced through the employment of genre comef ‘ontological security’ (Giddens, 1984). Espe-
ventions. Correspondingly, a genre critique in thigially pertinent in contemporary societies is the
vein focuses on the representatiortifferentia  role of news routines as they provide actors with a
specificaof news, examining, among other things,sense of being connected to a common world of on-
what kind of positions of intelligibility the news going real events, or, as Giddens (ibid.: 50) formu-
text constructs for the audience to adopt in itdates it, of ‘the continuity of the object world’.
meaning-making. The main point of the critique is What is of key importance here is that media
to make visible that the ‘objective mode of addressand genre routines are intimately interrelated with
of the news, based, most notably, on the discursivine ways media industry operates in organizing its
strategies of immediacy and authentication, is faoutput. For instance, broadcast schedules provide
from socially and politically neutral and innocent.actors with a daily clock and a weekly and yearly
For instance, Connell (1980) points out that thecalendar to which they can adapt the rhytm of their
‘transparency-to-reality’ effect, created in TV newsparticular activities (see, for instance, Scannell,
through different verbal and verbal-visual forms 0f1988, 1989). The relation, of course, is not one of
presentation, fundamentally and effectively re-direct causality or determination but of mutual
legates the audience to the role of a passive oaccomodation and interdependence. As Morley
looker. (1989: 36) puts it, at the same time as ‘the broad-
Now, it seems to me that we can get a moreasting institutions construct their schedules in
nuanced view of the ways the processes of meanivgays which are designed to complement the basic
in reception contribute to the sustenance of sociahodes of domestic organization’ they inevitably
and power relations, if we theorise also the moré&come to play an active and constitutive role in the
concrete, practical aspects of actual media-audbrganization of domestic time’. Seriality is another
ence encounters. By incorporating this understandready-made’ basis that the mode of production
ing as a part of the presented semiotic genre modedrovides for daily media-related routines. As Scan-
it is, in my view, possible to open up a larger ananell (1995: 8) points out, seriality gives the audi-
lytical framework than the one suggested byence ‘a sense of the overall structure or flow of pro-
Morley in hisPostscript.In this way, we can also grams as a regular, patterned kind of thing through
strengthen the genre model’s critical edge. the hours of each day and from one day to the next,
What needs to be paid special attention to herand the next and the next'.
are not, however, the immediate contexts and situa- From a critical perspective, the social signific-
tions of everyday media use and reception as sucance of media and genre routines is grounded in the
but rather the way they are organized into andact that in performing these routines people, at the
largely take place as fixed and self-evident habitssame time as they make subjectively and culturally
For instance, viewing the news on TV or hearingsensible meanings, also affirm and reproduce, in
them on radio forms for many people a specifidheir very concrete practical action, the structural
‘genre routine’ which is performed more or lessdeterminations and conditions of meaning in recep-
automatically, by taking only a scant notice of thetion.
news text, not to mention the taken-for-grantedness To summarize, then, there are especially two
of the activity of following the news. This doesn't, points here that the semiotic conception of genre
however, mean that the daily media-related behavineeds to be complemented with. Firstly, there is the
our would be somehow insignificant either in termsview that the significance of media-audience en-
of individual experience or from a broader socialcounters is not restricted to textual and representa-
perspective. Quite the contrary, it can be arguetional aspects only, but also the routinised activities
that watching the TV news, for instance, is pre-of using and receiving the media and their texts are
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saturated with significance. Hence, these routinesiedia genres are seen to construct for the audience
are in themselves constitutive of the social and cukpecific interpretative positions in relation to me-
tural dynamics of audiences’ meaning-makingdia texts and their representational contents. At the
Secondly, it should be emphasised that in the casame time audience members become interpellated
of journalistic genres, in particular, and most notas social subjects with particular kind of cultural
ably of the news, the significance is intimatelycharacteristics as well as invited to participate in
linked with the sense of membership in ‘imaginedspecific ‘imagined communities’. A core problem-
communities’. For instance, as pointed out by Moratic of critical genre analysis, then, is formulated
ley (1991: 14), around the issue of media-related construction and
reconstruction of social subjectivities and collect-
ivities. This leads to a double-focus for the empiri-
cal analysis where attention should be paid, on the
one hand, to the ways the audience is addressed
textually and contextually. On the other hand, focus
is on the actual reception and appropriation of
these modes of address by audience members.
And, one could add, as regards especially the news In employing the model as the analytic frame-
on TV, the viewing offers most vividly also a sensework in the empirical study of news, for instance,
of ‘present in common’. Here the direct broadcastattention is paid, first of all, to those discursive or
ing of news programmes creates a heightened sengeesentational strategies that are employed in the
of simultaneous ‘engaging in a joint ritual with text both to establish a relationship of complicity
millions of others’ (1992: 268). with the audience and to promote specific mean-
All that has been said so far can now be sumings for the audience to accept. Put another way,
marized in a social-semiotic notion of genre thathe focus is on the discursively constructed posi-
conceptualizes the dynamics of mass-mediatetions of intelligibility that the audience is invited to
meaning in reception in terms of three analyticallyadopt in its meaning-making both of the textual
distinct but interrelated and simultaneous levels ogenre characteristics and of the meanings preferred
aspects — those of textuality, representation anith the text. Second, as regards the representational
routines. The notion can be presented as the foaspect, the concern is, most notably, with the im-
lowing model: ages of collectivities or communities that media
What is noteworthy in the model is that media-texts construct and invite the audience to identify
audience relations are approached at all levels frommemselves with. An ‘imagined community’ con-
a rhetorical perspective. In other words, differenstantly and prominently evoked in the news is that

the regular viewing of the nightly television
news (or of a long-running soap opera) can be
seen ... as discourses which constitute collectiv-
ities through a sense of ‘participation’ and
through the production of both a simultaneity
of experience and a sense of a ‘past in common’.

Figure 1.
aspects of
news genre
focus 1 (text) focus 2 (reception)
presentational (re)production of textual A recognition and interpretation of
positions of intelligibility both in D textual genre characteristics
relation to the genre of news D and the (preferred) meanings of
and the meanings preferred in R the text
the text
E
representational representations of cultural S recognition and interpretation of
identities and ‘imagined S represented identities and
communities’ | communities
\%
practical the organization of news output I established practical activities
T of using and interpreting the
% news
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of the ‘nation’, as the news, indeed, is a genrd¢ionalized lines. Moreover, the argument continues,
which diffuses ‘emblems of nationhood’ (Schle-these conventionalized aspects of meaning play a
singer, 1991: 165) on a daily basis. Third, the waysentral part in the structuration and sustenance of
news producers organize their output are also aphe social world at large as well as the power rela-
proached in terms of addressivity. The regular dailyions that underpin it. In addition, of special inter-
appearance of morning papers, for instance, signaést in this respect are those media genres that have
in itself that ‘the breakfast-time world is still in or- established themselves a widely-spread and/or un-
der’ (Bausinger, 1984: 344) and that by receivingjuestioned cultural position. Thus the news, for in-
and reading the paper readers become part of thésance, is a case in point for the social-semiotic
world. Similarly, broadcast schedules offer the augenre study as it is among the main providers of ‘a
dience a membership in a common cultural (at presense of commonality and normality’ in society
sent predominantly national) world which is uni-(Schoening & Anderson, ibid.: 105). Within the cri-
fied and synchronized by shared and often simultical social-semiotic framework, then, one point is
taneous genre routines. to examine and expose precisely the mechanisms
Thus one point to be made here is that addreshat serve to guarantee the largely naturalized cul-
sivity is in itself a powerful social and cultural tural status of news as a transparent reality dis-
force. In fact, it is a key category in the social-semicourse for anybody and all. Another point is to po-
otic genre conception through which the actual saliticise the genre-specific conventions and strate-
cial and political implications of mass-mediatedgies of fixing and normalizing meaning in news
processes of meaning can be fruitfully grasped. discourse, most notably through the professional
Without going into details here, the second mastrategies of immediacy and authenticity. Namely,
jor question to be studied empirically concerns, aas Hall (1985: 46) points out, “normalization’ does
mentioned, the ways audience members, in theimot appear out of thin air’ but is always a result of
actual meaning-making, receive and appropriatan ongoing struggle over meaning.
the ‘social persuasion’ of media genfes. In more general terms, the objective of critical
genre analysis is to scrutinize the unifying tenden-
. cies and dynamics of especially dominant cultural
Concluding Remarks forms and, in this way, make visible their actual so-
By way of concluding, it needs to be stressed thatial and political implications. And here, in fact,
the genre model outlined above does not want tmtertextually oriented study and genre analysis can
deny the intertextuality and interdiscursivity — andcomplement each other usefully. Namely, by explo-
thereby the multifarous meaning potential — of mering the polysemous qualities of media texts and
dia texts, even of such a highly standardized prodheir reception, the former can reveal the cracks, fis-
uct as the news. Nor does the model deny the intesures and inner tensions of the seemingly unitary,
pretative capacities of audience members. unambiguous and as if uncontestable processes of
The point rather is to argue that, in actual pracgenre-conditioned meanirig.Thus both approa-
tice, the meaning potential of media texts is strucehes contribute, from different directions, to challeng-
tured according to genre conventions and that alsag dominant significations and opening up oppor-
their use and reception operate along quite convenunities for producing alternative social realities.

Notes mer accuse the latter of crude determinism while the
latter claim the former to be tinkering uselessly with
1. Asregards originality, the articles by Carey and Garn- popular trivialities. See, for instance, Kellner (1997:

ham, for instance, are modified versions of the texts
published irCritical Studies in Mass Communication
1/1995. Also Morley repeats in his article partly the

same points he has made in several earlier connections.

One central thrust in the swing of the pendulum has
been the deep aversion felt by many proponents of cultu-
ral studies for political economy — and vice versa. A

constructive dialogue can hardly be expected if the for-
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120) who refers to the series of futile debates which
only have continued ‘a long legacy of animosity be-
tween the schools’. Kellner, for one, suggests that the
divide is artificial and should be overcome. For an illu-
minating example of this unproductive hostility, see
the articles by Garnham and Grossberg as well as
Garnham’s comment on Grossberg and Carey in
CSMC, 1/1995.
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3.

Perhaps more than direct accusations this impression 8.  In a Bakhtinian terminology, one could talk about a
due to the lack of any constructive alternatives from combined study of the centripetal (consolidating) and
the critics’ side. For instance, Gripsrud (1996: 8, 10) centrifugal (dispersive) social and cultural forces of
who acidly attacks cultural audience studies, among meaning (see Bakhtin, 1981).

other things, for ‘impoverished grasp on the social

determinations of televisual communication’, is care-

ful to make the reservation that he is ‘not at all totallyReferences

against audience studies’ and that, in fact, ‘much cul-

tural studies work in this area has certainly been oAngus, lan et al. (1994) ‘Reflections upon the Encoding/De-

great value'. coding Model: An Interview with Stuart Hall’. In J.
In my view, referring with ‘preferred reading’ to the Cruz & J. Lewis (eds.Yiewing, Reading, Listening.
properties of text causes unnecessary analytical confu-  Audience and Cultural ReceptioBoulder: West-
sion. | suggest that we make a terminological distinc- view Press, 253-274.

tion and use ‘preferred meaning’ when talking aboutBakhtin, Mikhail (1981)The Dialogic ImaginationAus-

the properties of texts. ‘Preferred reading’, then, could tin: University of Texas Press.

be used when speculating whether the audience migBausinger, Hermann (1984) ‘Media, Technology and Daily
interpret the given text along the lines of its ‘preferred Life’. Media, Culture and Socie§(4): 343-351.
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